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Seminal nineteenth-century thinkers predicted that religion would gradually 
fade in importance with the emergence of industrial society. The belief that 
religion was dying became the conventional wisdom in the social sciences dur¬ 
ing most of the twentieth century. The traditional secularization thesis needs 
updating, however, as religion has not disappeared and is unlikely to do so. 
Nevertheless, the concept of secularization captures an important part of what 
is going on. This book develops a theory of existential security. It demonstrates 
that the publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies have been moving 
toward more secular orientations during the past half-century, but also that the 
world as a whole now has more people with traditional religious views than 
ever before. This second edition expands the theory and provides new and up¬ 
dated evidence from a broad perspective and in a wide range of countries. This 
confirms that religiosity persists most strongly among vulnerable populations, 
especially in poorer nations and failed states. Conversely, a systematic erosion of 
religious practices, values, and beliefs has occurred among the more prosperous 
strata in rich nations. 

Pippa Norris is the McGuire Lecturer in Comparative Politics at the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University and a visiting profes¬ 
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massive body of new evidence about the underlying factors driving reli¬ 
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evidence to reexamine the classic questions about the nature of religion. 
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ops a new theoretical framework for understanding how the experience of 
existential security drives the process of secularization. We test this theory 
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out representative national surveys in eighty societies around the globe, 
covering all the world’s major faiths. This analysis builds on our previous 
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PART I 


Understanding Secularization 








The Secularization Debate 


the seminal social thinkers of the nineteenth century - Auguste Comte, 
Herbert Spencer, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and Sigmund 
Freud - all believed that religion would gradually fade in importance and 
cease to be significant with the advent of industrial society. 1 They were 
far from alone; ever since the Age of the Enlightenment, leading figures 
in philosophy, anthropology, and psychology have postulated that theolog¬ 
ical superstitions, symbolic liturgical rituals, and sacred practices are the 
product of the past that will be outgrown in the modern era. The death of 
religion was the conventional wisdom in the social sciences during most of 
the twentieth century; indeed it has been regarded as the master model 
of sociological inquiry, where secularization was ranked with bureaucra¬ 
tization, rationalization, and urbanization as the key historical revolutions 
transforming medieval agrarian societies into modern industrial nations. As 
C. Wright Mills summarized this process: “Once the world was filled with the 
sacred - in thought, practice, and institutional form. Afier the Reformation and the 
Renaissance, the forces of modernization swept across the globe a?id secularization, 
a corollary historical process, loosened the dominance of the sacred. In due course, 
the sacred shall disappear altogether except, possibly, in the private realm. ” 2 
During the last decade, however, this thesis of the slow and steady death 
of religion has come under growing criticism; indeed, secularization theory 
is currently experiencing the most sustained challenge in its long history. 


3 
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Critics point to multiple indicators of religious health and vitality today, 
ranging from the continued popularity of churchgoing in the United States 
to the emergence of New Age spirituality in Western Europe, the growth 
in fundamentalist movements and religious parties in the Muslim world, 
the evangelical revival sweeping through Latin America, and the upsurge 
of ethno-religious conflict in international affairs. 3 After reviewing these 
developments, Peter L. Berger, one of the foremost advocates of secular¬ 
ization during the 1960s, recanted his earlier claims: “ The world today, with 
some exceptions.. .is as furiously religions as it ever was, and in some places more 
so than ever. This means that a whole body of literature by historians and social sci¬ 
entists loosely labeled ‘secularization theoty' is essentially mistaken ”4 In a fierce 
and sustained critique, Rodney Stark and Roger Finke suggest it is time 
to bury the secularization thesis: “After nearly three centuries of utterly failed 
prophesies and misrepresentations of both presetit and past, it seems time to cany 
the secularization doctrine to the graveyard of failed theories, and there to whisper 
‘requiescat in pace.’” 5 

Were Comte, Durkheim, Weber, and Marx completely misled in their 
beliefs about religious decline in industrialized societies? Was the predomi¬ 
nant sociological view during the twentieth century totally misguided? Has 
the debate been settled? We think not. Talk of burying the secularization 
theory is premature. The critique relies too heavily on selected anoma¬ 
lies and focuses too heavily on the United States (which happens to be a 
striking deviant case) rather than comparing systematic evidence across a 
broad range of rich and poor societies. 6 We need to move beyond studies 
of Catholic and Protestant church attendance in Europe (where attendance 
is falling) and the United States (where attendance remains stable) if we 
are to understand broader trends in religious vitality in churches, mosques, 
shrines, synagogues, and temples around the globe. 

There is no question that the traditional secularization thesis needs up¬ 
dating. It is obvious that religion has not disappeared from the world, nor 
does it seem likely to do so. Nevertheless, the concept of secularization 
captures an important part of what is going on. This book develops a re¬ 
vised version of secularization theory that emphasizes the extent to which 
people have a sense of existential security - that is, the feeling that sur¬ 
vival is secure enough that it can be taken for granted. We build on key 
elements of traditional sociological accounts while revising others. We 
believe that the importance of religiosity persists most strongly among 
vulnerable populations, especially those living in poorer nations, facing 
personal survival-threatening risks. We argue that feelings of vulnerability 
to physical, societal, and personal risks are a key factor driving religiosity 
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and we demonstrate that the process of secularization - a systematic ero¬ 
sion of religious practices, values, and beliefs - has occurred most clearly 
among the most prosperous social sectors living in affluent and secure post¬ 
industrial nations. 

Secularization is a tendency, not an iron law. One can easily think of 
striking exceptions, such as Osama bin Laden, who was extremely rich and 
fanatically religious. But when we go beyond anecdotal evidence such as 
this, we find that the overwhelming bulk of evidence points in the opposite 
direction: people who experience ego-tropic risks during their formative 
years (posing direct threats to themselves and their families) or socio-tropic 
risks (threatening their community) tend to be far more religious than those 
who grow up under safer, comfortable, and more predictable conditions. 
In relatively secure societies, the remnants of religion have not died away; 
in surveys most Europeans still express formal belief in God, or identify 
themselves as Protestants or Catholics on official forms. But in these soci¬ 
eties the importance and vitality of religion, its ever-present influence on 
how people live their daily fives, has gradually eroded. 

The most persuasive evidence about secularization in rich nations con¬ 
cerns values and behavior: the critical test is what people say is important to 
their fives and what they actually do. As this book will document, during the 
twentieth century in nearly all postindustrial nations - ranging from Canada 
and Sweden to France, Britain, and Australia - official church records re¬ 
port that where once the public flocked to Sabbath worship services, the 
pews are now almost deserted. The surveys monitoring European church¬ 
going during the last fifty years confirm this phenomenon. The United 
States remains exceptional in this regard, for reasons explained in detail later 
in Chapter 4. 

Despite trends in secularization occurring in rich nations, this does 
not mean that the world as a whole has become less religious. As this book 
will demonstrate: 

1. The publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies have been 
moving toward more secular orientations during the past fifty years. 
Nevertheless, 

2. The world as a whole now has more people with traditional religious 
views than ever before - and they constitute a growing proportion of 
the world’s population. 

Though these two propositions may initially seem contradictory, they 
are not. As we will show, the fact that the first proposition is true helps 
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account for the second - because secularization and human development 
have a powerful negative impact on human fertility rates. Practically all of 
the countries in which secularization is most advanced show fertility rates 
far below the replacement level - while societies with traditional religious 
orientations have fertility rates that are two or three times the replacement 
level. They contain a growing share of the world’s population. The ex¬ 
panding gap between sacred and secular around the globe has important 
consequences for cultural change, society, and world politics. 

Part I uses this theoretical framework to develop and test a series of 
propositions, demonstrating how religiosity is systematically related to 
(i) levels of societal modernization, human security, and economic 
inequality; (ii) the predominant type of religious culture in any nation; 
(iii) generational shifts in values; (iv) different social sectors; and (v) pat¬ 
terns of demography, fertility rates, and population change. Part II analyzes 
detailed regional case studies comparing religiosity in the United States and 
Western Europe, the Muslim world, and post-Communist Europe. Part III 
then examines the social and political consequences of secularization, and 
its ramifications for cultural and moral values, religious organizations and 
social capital, and voting support for religious parties. The conclusion sum¬ 
marizes the key findings and highlights the demographic patterns generat¬ 
ing the widening gap over religion around the world. 

This study draws on a massive base of new evidence generated by the 
four waves of the World Values Survey executed from 1981 to 2001. The 
World Values Survey has carried out representative national surveys in al¬ 
most eighty societies, covering all of the world’s major faiths. We also exam¬ 
ine other evidence concerning religiosity from multiple sources, including 
Gallup International polls, the International Social Survey Program, and 
Eurobarometer surveys. At one level, there is nothing novel or startling 
about our claims. A mainstream tradition in sociology, anthropology, his¬ 
tory, and social psychology has long theorized that cross-cultural differences 
in religiosity exist in many societies worldwide. But traditional seculariza¬ 
tion theory has come under powerful and sustained criticism from many 
influential scholars during the past decade. Systematic survey evidence com¬ 
paring cultural attitudes toward religion across many developing nations 
remains scattered and inconclusive, with most studies limited to a handful 
of affluent postindustrial societies and established democracies in Western 
Europe and North America. As well as reconceptualizing and refining sec¬ 
ularization theory, our study examines the wealth of survey evidence for 
religiosity from a broader perspective and in a wider range of countries 
than ever before. 
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Traditional Theories of Secularization 

The most influential strands of thought shaping the debate over secular¬ 
ization can be broadly subdivided into two perspectives. On the one hand, 
demand-side theories, which focus “bottom up” on the mass public, suggest 
that as societies industrialize, almost regardless of what religious leaders 
and organizations attempt, religious habits will gradually erode, and the 
public will become indifferent to spiritual appeals. By contrast, the supply- 
side theory, which focuses “top-down” on religious organizations, empha¬ 
sizes that the public demand for religion is constant and any cross-national 
variations in the vitality of spiritual life are the product of its supply in reli¬ 
gious markets. 7 Supply-siders argue that religious organizations and leaders 
play a strategic role in aggressively building and maintaining congregations, 
essentially suggesting that “if you build a church, people will come.” After 
outlining these alternative accounts, we conclude that, although the orig¬ 
inal theory of secularization was flawed in certain regards, it was correct 
in the demand-side perspective. We then summarize our alternative the¬ 
ory of secularization, based on conditions of existential security, which is 
developed fully throughout this study. 


The Rational Weltanschauung: The Loss of Faith 

The idea that the rise of a rational worldview has undermined the founda¬ 
tions of faith in the supernatural, the mysterious, and the magical predated 
the thought of Max Weber, but it was strongly influenced by his work in 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904) and in Economics and 
Society (1933). 8 Many leading sociologists advanced the rationalist argument 
further during the 1960s and 1970s, foremost among them Peter Berger, 
David Martin, and Brian Wilson. 9 

In this perspective, the era of the Enlightenment generated a rational 
view of the world based on empirical standards of proof, scientific knowl¬ 
edge of natural phenomena, and technological mastery of the universe. 
Rationalism was thought to have rendered the central claims of the Church 
implausible in modern societies, blowing away the vestiges of superstitious 
dogma in Western Europe. The loss of faith was thought to cause reli¬ 
gion to unravel, eroding habitual churchgoing practices and observance of 
ceremonial rituals, eviscerating the social meaning of denominational iden¬ 
tities, and undermining active engagement in faith-based organizations and 
support for religious parties in civic society. 
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Science and religion could confront each other directly in a zero-sum 
game where scientific explanations undermined the literal interpretation 
of Biblical teachings from Genesis i and 2, exemplified by the Darwinian 
theory of evolution that challenged ideas of special creation by God . 10 Even 
more importantly, scientific knowledge, its applications through technology 
and engineering, and the expansion of mass education could have a broader 
and more diffuse social impact by ushering in a new cultural era. Follow¬ 
ing the European enlightenment, rational calculation was thought to have 
gradually undercut the foundations of core metaphysical beliefs. The idea 
of the mysterious was regarded by Weber as something to be conquered 
by human reason and mastered by the products of technology, subject to 
logical explanations found in physics, biology, and chemistry rather than to 
divine forces outside this world. The dazzling achievements of medicine, 
engineering, and mathematics - as well as the material products generated 
by the rise of modern capitalism, technology, and manufacturing indus¬ 
try during the nineteenth century - emphasized and reinforced the idea of 
mankind’s control of nature . 11 Personal catastrophes, contagious diseases, 
disastrous floods, and international wars, once attributed to supernatural 
forces, primitive magic, and divine intervention, or to blind fate, came to 
be regarded as the outcome of predictable and preventable causes. Priests, 
ministers, popes, rabbis, and mullahs appealing to divine authority became 
only one source of knowledge in modern societies, and not necessarily the 
most important or trusted one in many dimensions of life, when competing 
with the specialized expertise, certified training, and practical skills of pro¬ 
fessional economists, physicists, physicians, or engineers . 12 The division of 
church and state, and the rise of secular-rational bureaucratic states and 
representative governments, displaced the rule of spiritual leaders, ecclesi¬ 
astical institutions, and hereditary rulers claiming authority from God. As 
Bruce summarized this argument: 

Industrialization brought with it a series of social changes - the fragmentation 
of the life-world, the decline of community, the rise of bureaucracy, tech¬ 
nological consciousness - that together made religion less arresting and less 
plausible than it had been in pre-modern societies. That is the conclusion of 
most social scientists, historians, and church leaders in the Western world . 13 

The core Weberian thesis concerns the impact of the Reformation and 
the Industrial Revolution occurring many centuries earlier, so it remains 
difficult to scrutinize systematically with any contemporary empirical evi¬ 
dence. But if a rational worldview generates widespread skepticism about 
the existence of God and belief in the metaphysical, then those societies 
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that express most confidence in science might be expected to prove least 
religious; in fact, as documented in Chapter 3, we find the reverse. 


Functional Evolution: The Loss of Purpose 

A related explanation is offered by theories of functional differentiation in 
industrialized societies, predicting the loss of the central role of religious 
institutions in society. This argument originated from the seminal work of 
Emile Durkheim in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1912), and 
by the 1950s the functionalist perspective had become the predominant 
sociological view. 14 Contemporary theorists who developed this account 
further include Steve Bruce, Thomas Luckman, and Karel Dobbelaere. 15 

Functionalists emphasize that religion is not simply a system of beliefs 
and ideas (as Weber suggests); it is also a system of actions involving for¬ 
mal rituals and symbolic ceremonies to mark the major passages of birth, 
marriage, and death, as well as the regular seasonal celebrations. These 
rituals played an essential function for society as a whole, Durkheim sug¬ 
gested, by sustaining social solidarity and cohesion, maintaining order and 
stability, thereby generating collective benefits. Durkheim argued that in¬ 
dustrialized societies are characterized by functional differentiation, where 
specialized professionals and organizations, dedicated to healthcare, educa¬ 
tion, social control, politics, and welfare, replaced most of the tasks once car¬ 
ried out exclusively in Western Europe by monasteries, priests, and parish 
churches. Faith-based voluntary and charitable organizations in the me¬ 
dieval era - the alms-house, the seminary, and the hospice - were displaced 
in Europe by the expansion of the welfare state during the mid-nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. The growth of the state created publicly 
funded schools, healthcare, and welfare safety nets to care for the unem¬ 
ployed, the elderly, and the destitute. Stripped of their core social purposes, 
Durkheim predicted that the residual spiritual and moral roles of religious 
institutions would gradually waste away in industrial societies, beyond the 
traditional formal rites of births, marriages, and death, and the observance of 
special holidays. 

The theory of evolutionary functionalism became the popular orthodoxy 
in the sociology of religion during the postwar decades. Jagodzinski and 
Dobbelaere, for example, proposed such an explanation to account for the 
shrinking churchgoing congregations in Western Europe: “All the empirical 
evidence in this chapter is compatible with the assumption that functional ratio¬ 
nalization related to functional differentiation, detraditionalization, and ensuring 
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individualization have a cumulative impact on the decline of church involvement , 
especially among the post-war generation. ” l6 If this thesis is correct, one impli¬ 
cation is that church congregations should have fallen further and fastest 
in affluent societies that have developed extensive welfare states, such as in 
Sweden, the Netherlands, and France - and indeed much of the evidence 
is consistent with this account. 17 

Yet in recent decades growing numbers of critics have expressed reser¬ 
vations about the core claims of the functionalist version of societal devel¬ 
opment. An erosion of the social purpose of the church through functional 
differentiation does not necessarily mean that the core moral and spiritual 
roles of religious institutions are diminished or lost - indeed, they could 
become more important. Functionalist theory, which dominated the lit¬ 
erature on social development during the 1950s and 1960s, gradually fell 
out of intellectual fashion; the idea that all societies progress along a single 
deterministic pathway of socioeconomic development toward a common 
end-point - the modern secular democratic state - came under increasing 
challenge in anthropology, comparative sociology, and comparative poli¬ 
tics from a multicultural perspective emphasizing that communities, so¬ 
cieties, and states experience diverse forms of change. 18 Rather than an 
inevitable and steady loss of spiritual faith or purpose as societies modern¬ 
ize, critics argue that more complex historical and cross-country patterns 
are evident, where religion rises and falls in popularity at different peri¬ 
ods in different societies, fueled by specific factors, such as the charisma 
of particular spiritual leaders, the impact of contingent events, or the mo¬ 
bilization of faith-based movements. To support this argument, observers 
point to a resurgence of religiosity evident in the success of Islamic par¬ 
ties in Pakistan, the popularity of Evangelicalism in Latin America, out¬ 
breaks of ethno-religious bloodshed in Nigeria, and international conflict 
in Afghanistan and Iraq in the aftermath of the events of 9/11. 19 At the same 
time, elsewhere religious faith may flounder, and the church may experi¬ 
ence a crisis of mass support, due to contingent events and local circum¬ 
stances, such as the American public’s reaction toward sex abuse scandals 
among the Roman Catholic clergy, or deep divisions within the interna¬ 
tional Anglican Church leadership over the issue of homosexuality. Hence 
Andrew Greeley argues that diverse patterns of religiosity exist today, even 
among affluent European nations, rather than observing any consistent 
and steady conversion toward atheism or agnosticism, or any loss of faith 
in God. 20 

The demand-side accounts of secularization initiated by the work of 
Weber and Durkheim have been subjected to massive intellectual battering 
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during the last decade. After reviewing the historical evidence of church¬ 
going in Europe, Rodney Stark concludes that secularization is a pervasive 
myth, based on failed prophecies and ideological polemic, unsupported by 
systematic data: “ The evidence is clear that claims about a major decline in reli¬ 
gious participation [in Europe] are based in pan on very exaggerated perceptions 
of past religiousness. Participation may be very low today in many nations, but 
not because of modernization; therefore the secularization thesis is irrelevant . ” 21 
For Jeffrey Hadden, the assumptions within secularization constitute a doc¬ 
trine or dogma more than a well-tested rigorous theory: “a taken-for-granted 
ideology rather than a systematic set of interrelated propositions. ” 22 He argues 
that benign neglect, rather than confirming evidence, kept the claims of 
secularization intact for so long. The idea that religion would shrink and 
eventually vanish was a product of the social and cultural milieu of its time, 
fitting the evolutionary functional model of modernization. The emergence 
of new spiritual movements, and the way that religion remains entangled 
in politics, suggests, Hadden believes, that secularization is not happening 
as predicted. He argues that those who claim that secularization has oc¬ 
curred have exaggerated and romanticized the depth of religious practices 
in the European past and also simultaneously underestimated the power 
and popularity of religious movements in the present era, exemplified by 
an evangelical revival in Latin America and New Age spirituality in Western 
Europe. The body of scholarship that arose during the last decade has gen¬ 
erated a vigorous debate about the contemporary vitality of religious life, 
raising important questions about the links that were assumed to connect 
the process of modernization with secularization. 


The Theory of Religious Markets: The Loss 
of Competition 

Traditional secularization theory is now widely challenged, but no single 
theoretical framework has yet won general acceptance to replace it. The 
supply-side school of rational choice theorists that emerged in the early 
1990s, although remaining controversial, provides the most popular alter¬ 
native. Indeed, Warner claims that this represents a “new paradigm,” as the 
model has stimulated numerous studies during the last decade. 23 The reli¬ 
gious market model disregards the public’s “demand” for religion, which is 
assumed to be constant, but focuses instead on how conditions of religious 
freedom, and the work of competing religious institutions, actively gener¬ 
ate its “supply.” The principal proponents include, among others, Roger 
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Finke, Rodney Stark, Lawrence R. Iannaccone, William Sims Bainbridge, 
and R. Stephen Warner. 24 

The earlier prevailing view was that pluralism eroded religious faith. The 
Protestant Reformation led to the fragmentation of Western Christendom, 
with diverse sects and denominations emphasizing alternative beliefs and 
doctrines. For Durkheim this process destroyed the hegemonic power of 
a single pervasive theological faith, sowing the seeds of skepticism and 
doubt. 25 Drawing heavily upon the analogy of firms struggling for cus¬ 
tomers in the economic market, supply-side theory assumes the exact op¬ 
posite. The core proposition in the religious market approach is the notion 
that vigorous competition between religious denominations has a positive 
effect on religious involvement. The explanation why religion flourishes in 
some places while languishing in others rests upon the energies and activities 
of religious leaders and organizations. The more churches, denominations, 
creeds, and sects compete in a local community, the theory assumes, the 
harder rival leaders need to strive to maintain their congregations. Pro¬ 
ponents argue that the continued vitality of religious beliefs and practices 
in the United States can plausibly be explained by the sheer diversity of 
American faith-based organizations, strong pluralistic competition among 
religious institutions, freedom of religion, and the constitutional division 
of church and state. 26 Older mainstream denominations in America, such 
as Catholics, Episcopalians, and Lutherans, have been challenged by rival 
evangelical churches, which demand more time and energies, but also offer 
a more vigorous religious experience. 27 

By contrast, communities where a single religious organization predom¬ 
inates through government regulation and subsidies, for example establish¬ 
ment churches, are conditions thought to encourage a complacent clergy 
and moribund congregations, stultifying ecclesiastical fife in the same way 
that state-owned industries, corporate monopolies, and business cartels are 
believed to generate inefficiencies, structural rigidities, and lack of innova¬ 
tion in the economic market. Stark and Finke suggest that Northern Europe 
is dominated by “socialized religion,” where state regulations favor estab¬ 
lished churches, through fiscal subsidies or restrictions on rival churches. 
This process, they suggest, reinforces religious monopolies, and compla¬ 
cent and apathetic clergy, leading to indifferent publics and the half-empty 
pews evident in Scandinavia. 28 

Yet, after more than a decade of debate and study, the supply-side claim 
that religious pluralism fosters religious participation remains in dispute (as 
discussed more fully in Chapter 4). Critics suggest that some of the com¬ 
parative evidence is inconsistent with the theory, for example this account 
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has trouble explaining the continuing strength of congregations in many 
countries in Southern Europe, despite the monopolistic role of the Catholic 
Church. 29 One of the most common empirical measures of religious plural¬ 
ism used to support this account was subsequently discovered to be flawed 
and statistically contaminated. 30 A thorough meta-review of the series of 
more than two dozen empirical studies published in the academic literature 
on the sociology of religion, conducted by Chaves and Gorski, concluded 
with harsh criticism of the theory: 

The claim that religious pluralism and religious participation are generally 
and positively associated with one another - the core empirical hypothesis 
of the market approach to the study of religion - is not supported, and at¬ 
tempts to discredit countervailing evidence on methodological grounds must 
be rejected. A positive relationship between religious pluralism and religious 
participation can be found only in a limited number of contexts, while the 
concepts themselves translate poorly to non-modern settings . 31 

The contemporary debate has therefore thrown considerable doubt on the 
traditional Weberian and Durkheimian versions of the secularization thesis, 
but the grounds for accepting religious market theory are based on faith 
more than fact. The supply-side account has not yet won general acceptance 
in the social sciences. 


The Thesis of Secularization Based 
on Existential Security 

The classic version of secularization theory clearly needs to be updated; but 
to simply reject it entirely would be a major mistake, for it is correct in some 
major respects. Stark and Finke conclude: “What is needed is not a simple- 
minded theory of inevitable religious decline , but a theoiy to explain variation. ’T 
We agree. Our theory of secularization based on existential security rests on 
two simple axioms or premises that prove extremely powerful in accounting 
for most of the variations in religious practices found around the world. 
The core axioms and hypotheses are illustrated schematically in Figure i. i. 
What is the underlying logic of our argument? 

The Security Axiom 

The first basic building block of our theory is the assumption that rich and 
poor nations around the globe differ sharply in their levels of sustainable hu¬ 
man development and socioeconomic inequality, and thus also in the basic 
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living conditions of human security and vulnerability to risks. The idea of 
human security has emerged in recent years as an important objective of 
international development, although the concept is complex and multiple 
definitions exist in the literature. 33 At its simplest, the core idea of security 
denotes freedom from various risks and dangers. 34 The traditional view 
focused upon using military strength to ensure the territorial integrity and 
security of nation states. During the last decade this view was revised as an¬ 
alysts began to recognize that this definition was excessively narrow, with 
many other risks also contributing to human security, ranging from envi¬ 
ronmental degradation to natural and manmade disasters such as floods, 
earthquakes, tornadoes, and droughts, as well as the threat of disease epi¬ 
demics, violations of human rights, humanitarian crisis, and poverty. The 
wide range of dangers means that the concept of human security can be¬ 
come so broad and overloaded that it can lose all coherence and practical 
utility, as well as becoming difficult or even impossible to gauge with a 
single composite measure. Nevertheless, the core idea of human security, 
irrespective of the specific nature of the risks, is one that is widely rec¬ 
ognized as important to well-being, and we regard the absence of human 
security as critical for religiosity. 

The inhabitants of poor nations remain highly susceptible to premature 
death - above all from hunger and hunger-related diseases. They also face 
sudden disasters from drought or flood, or weather-related emergencies. 
Poor nations have limited access to the basic conditions of survival, includ¬ 
ing the provision of uncontaminated water and adequate food, access to ef¬ 
fective public services offering basic healthcare, literacy, and schooling, and 
an adequate income. These countries also often face endemic problems of 
pollution from environmental degradation, conditions of widespread gen¬ 
der inequality, and a legacy of deep-rooted ethnic conflict. Lack of capacity 
to overcome these difficulties arises from corruption in government, an 
ineffective public sector, and political instability. Poor nations often have 
weak defenses against external invasion, threats of internal coup d’etat, and, 
in extreme cases, state failure. 

Where poorer agrarian economies develop into moderate industrial soci¬ 
eties, and then progress further to becoming more affluent postindustrial so¬ 
cieties, this process brings broadly similar trajectories generally improving 
the basic conditions of human security. The process of industrialization and 
human development helps lift developing countries out of extreme poverty, 
greatly reducing the uncertainty and daily risks to survival that people face, 
as documented in the extensive literature on development published by 
the United National Development Program and the World Bank. 35 The 
move from subsistence rural farming to moderate-income manufacturing 
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Figure 1.1. Schematic Model Explaining Religiosity 
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generally helps to lift the most vulnerable population out of dire poverty 
and commonly improves standards of living, bringing urbanization, better 
nutrition, sanitation, and access to clean water. More developed societies 
also usually have better hospitals, trained healthcare professionals, access 
to basic drugs and medicine, and public services reducing infant and child 
mortality, immunization programs, family planning, and more adequate 
prevention and treatment against the ravages of HIV/AIDS. Schooling, 
and the essential literacy and numeric skills, become more widely available 
for boys and girls. This development, combined with the diffusion of mass 
communications, gradually creates a more informed and politically aware 
public. The expansion of the professional and managerial service sectors 
brings middle-class employees access to health insurance, pensions, and 
greater material assets. Meanwhile, the growth of the welfare safety net, 
and more effective delivery of government services as societies develop, 
ensures the less well-off against the worst risks of ill health and old age, 
penury and destitution. For all these reasons, the first stage of societal 
modernization transforms the living conditions for many people, reducing 
their vulnerability to sudden, unpredictable risks. 

Yet economic development is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition to 
create human security. In many developing nations, pockets of deep-rooted 
poverty often remain amongthe least well-off sectors. InMexico, Colombia, 
or Brazil, for example, extreme poverty exists among residents in urban 
favelas, shantytowns, and isolated rural villages, along with a growing bour¬ 
geoisie. Conditions of socioeconomic inequality are critical for widespread 
conditions of human security; otherwise growth only enriches the affluent 
elite and the governing classes, a common pattern in many mineral- and 
oil-rich nations such as Nigeria, Venezuela, and Saudi Arabia. 

Moreover, there is an important distinction to be drawn between our 
account and some simpler and more mechanical versions of modernization 
theory. Although we believe that human development and conditions of 
economic equality usually generate growing levels of security, this general¬ 
ization should be understood as probabilistic, not deterministic; situation- 
specific factors make it impossible to predict exactly what will happen in 
any given society. We believe that the public generally gains conditions of 
greater security during the process of modern development, but this pro¬ 
cess can always be momentarily halted or temporarily reversed, even in rich 
countries, by particular dramatic events such as major natural disasters, ex¬ 
perience of wars, or severe recessions. Even the most affluent postindustrial 
nations may experience a sudden widespread resurgence of insecurity; for 
example, fears of terrorism arose sharply in the United States, especially for 
residents on the East Coast, immediately after the events of September 11, 
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2001. 36 Another example is the recent experience of Argentina, a country 
rich in agricultural and natural resources, with a well-educated workforce, a 
democratic political system, and one of South America’s largest economies. 
But economic growth experienced a sudden crisis; a deep recession was the 
prelude to economic collapse in 2001, leaving more than half the population 
living in poverty. The country struggled with record debt defaults, a ruined 
banking system, deep cynicism about politics, and currency devaluation. 
Formerly middle-class professionals who lost their savings and their jobs - 
teachers, office workers, and civil servants - suddenly became dependent 
upon soup kitchens, bartering, and garbage collections to feed their chil¬ 
dren. Yet another example is the Japanese tsunami in 2011 sweeping away 
northern coastal villages, disrupting the economy, wrecking infrastructure, 
and heightening risks of nuclear contamination in what had been one of the 
most affluent and secure societies in the world. Through modernization, 
we believe that rising levels of security become increasingly likely to occur. 
But these changes are not mechanical or deterministic; specific events and 
leaders can hinder or advance the pace of human development in a society. 

The Cultural Traditions Axiom 

The second building block for our theory assumes that the distinctive world¬ 
views that were originally linked with religious traditions have shaped the 
cultures of each nation in an enduring fashion; today, these distinctive val¬ 
ues are transmitted to the citizens even if they never set foot in a church, 
temple, or mosque. Thus, although only about 5% of the Swedish public 
attends church weekly, the Swedish public as a whole manifests a distinc¬ 
tive Protestant value system that they hold in common with the citizens of 
other historically Protestant societies such as Norway, Denmark, Iceland, 
Finland, Germany, and the Netherlands. Today, these values are not trans¬ 
mitted primarily by the church, but by the educational system and the mass 
media, with the result that although the value systems of historically Protes¬ 
tant countries differ markedly and consistently from those of historically 
Catholic countries - the value systems of Dutch Catholics are much more 
similar to those of Dutch Protestants than to those of French, Italian, or 
Spanish Catholics. Even in highly secular societies, the historical legacy of 
given religions continues to shape worldviews and to define cultural zones. 
As a distinguished Estonian colleague put it, in explaining the difference 
between the worldviews of Estonians and Russians, “We are all atheists; but 
I am a Lutheran atheist, and they are Orthodox atheists.” Thus we assume 
that the values and norms in Catholic and Protestant societies, for example 
orientations toward the work ethic, sexual liberalization, and democracy, 
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will vary systematically based on past historical traditions, as well as vary¬ 
ing in Hindu, Buddhist, Confucian, Orthodox, and Muslim societies, even 
among people living in these societies who do not adhere to these faiths or 
feel that they belong to any church, temple, or mosque. 

Hypotheses 

If we can accept these two basic axioms as reasonable and relatively un- 
controversial, they suggest a series of propositions or hypotheses that are 
tested throughout this book to see if they stand up to scrutiny against the 
empirical evidence. 

i. The Religious Values Hypothesis 

Religious market theorists assume that demand is constant, so that variance 
in religiosity must be generated by supply. We start from very different 
premises since we believe that the experience of living under conditions of 
human security during a person’s formative years will shape the demand 
for religion and therefore the priority that people give to religious values. 
In particular, we hypothesize that, all things being equal, the experiences of 
growing up in less secure societies will heighten the importance of religious values, 
while conversely experience of more secure conditions will lessen it. 

Modernization theories suggest that economic and political changes go 
together with cultural developments in coherent and consistent ways. We 
demonstrate later that the process of human development has significant 
consequences for religiosity; as societies transition from agrarian to indus¬ 
trial economies, and then develop into postindustrial societies, the con¬ 
ditions of growing security that usually accompany this process tend to 
reduce the importance of religious values. The main reason, we believe, is 
that the need for religious reassurance becomes less pressing under con¬ 
ditions of greater security. These effects operate at both the societal level 
(socio-tropic) and the personal level (ego-tropic), although we suspect that 
the former is more important. Greater protection and control, longevity, 
and health found in postindustrial nations mean that fewer people in these 
societies regard traditional spiritual values, beliefs, and practices as vital to 
their lives, or to the lives of their community. This does not imply that all 
forms of religion necessarily disappear as societies develop; residual and 
symbolic elements often remain, such as formal adherence to religious 
identities, even when their substantive meaning has faded away. But we 
expect that people living in advanced industrial societies will often grow 
increasingly indifferent to traditional religious leaders and institutions, and 
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become less willing to engage in spiritual activities. Contrary to the reli¬ 
gious markets school, we assume that the “demand” for spirituality is far 
from constant; instead, striking variations are evident due to experience of 
the basic living conditions found in rich and poor nations. 

Virtually all of the world’s major religious cultures provide reassurance 
that, even though the individual alone can’t understand or predict what 
lies ahead, a higher power will ensure that things work out. Both religion 
and secular ideologies assure people that the universe follows a plan, which 
guarantees that if you follow the rules, everything will turn out well, in this 
world or the next. This belief reduces stress, enabling people to shut out 
anxiety and focus on coping with their immediate problems. Without such a 
belief system, extreme stress tends to produce withdrawal reactions. Under 
conditions of insecurity, people have a powerful need to see authority as 
both strong and benevolent - even in the face of evidence to the contrary. 

Individuals experiencing stress have a need for rigid, predictable rules. 
They need to be sure of what is going to happen because they are in danger - 
their margin for error is slender and they need maximum predictability. 
Conversely, people raised under conditions of relative security can tolerate 
more ambiguity and have less need for the absolute and rigidly predictable 
rules that religious sanctions provide. People with relatively high levels of 
existential security can more readily accept deviations from familiar patterns 
than people who feel anxiety concerning their basic existential needs. In 
economically secure industrial societies, with an established basic safety net 
safeguarding against the risks of absolute poverty and a relatively egalitarian 
distribution of household incomes, an increasing sense of safety brings a 
diminishing need for absolute rules, which contributes to the decline of 
traditional religious norms. 

In agrarian societies, humanity remains at the mercy of inscrutable and 
uncontrollable natural forces. Because their causes were dimly understood, 
people tended to attribute whatever happened to anthropomorphic spirits 
or gods. The vast majority of the population made their living from agri¬ 
culture, and were largely dependent on things that came from heaven, like 
the sun and rain. Farmers prayed for good weather, for relief from disease, 
or from plagues of insects. 

Industrialization brings a cognitive mismatch between traditional nor¬ 
mative systems and the world most people know from their firsthand ex¬ 
perience. The symbols and worldview of the established religions are no 
longer as persuasive or compelling as they were in their original setting. 
In industrial society, production moved indoors into a manmade environ¬ 
ment. Workers did not passively wait for the sun to rise and the seasons to 



20 


UNDERSTANDING SECULARIZATION 


change. When it got dark, people turned on the lights; when it got cold, 
people turned up the heating. Factory workers did not pray for good crops - 
manufacturing production depended on machines created by human inge¬ 
nuity. With the discovery of germs and antibiotics, even disease ceased to 
be seen as a divine visitation; it became a problem within human control. 

Such profound changes in people’s daily experience led to changes in 
the prevailing cosmology. In industrial society, where the factory was the 
center of production, a mechanistic view of the universe seemed natural. 
Initially, this gave rise to the concept of God as a great watchmaker who 
had constructed the universe and then left it to run largely on its own. But 
as human control of the environment increased, the role ascribed to God 
dwindled. Materialistic ideologies arose that proposed secular interpreta¬ 
tions of history and secular utopias to be attained by human engineering. As 
people moved into a knowledge society, the mechanical world of the factory 
became less pervasive. People’s life experiences dealt more with ideas than 
with material things. In the knowledge society, productivity depends less on 
material constraints than on information, innovation, and imagination. But 
under the conditions of existential insecurity that have dominated the lives 
of most of humanity throughout most of history, the great theological ques¬ 
tions concerned a relatively narrow constituency; the vast majority of the 
population was most strongly concerned with the need for reassurance in 
the face of a world where survival was uncertain, and this was the dominant 
factor explaining the grip of traditional religion on mass publics. 

2. The Religious Culture Hypothesis 

The predominant religious cultural traditions in any society, such as the 
legacy of Protestantism and Catholicism in Western Europe, are expected 
to leave a distinct imprint upon the contemporary moral beliefs and social 
attitudes that are widespread among the public in these nations. Neverthe¬ 
less, if secularization has occurred in postindustrial nations, as we suggest, 
then the influence of religious traditions can be expected to have faded most 
in these societies. 

Predominant religious cultures are understood here as path-dependent, 
adapting and evolving in response to developments in the contemporary 
world, and yet also strongly reflecting the legacy of the past centuries. 37 
The major faiths of the world express divergent teachings and doctrines 
on many moral values and normative beliefs, such as those surrounding 
the roles of women and men, the sanctity of life, and the importance of 
marriage and the family. To focus our analysis, we examine the impact of 
the predominant religious culture on contemporary societies in the context 
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of Max Weber’s theory of the Protestant ethic and the rise of capitalism, 38 
and also the more recent claims about the importance of Western and 
Muslim religious cultures made by Samuel Huntington’s theory of a “clash 
of civilizations.” 39 

5. The Religious Participation Hypothesis 

We anticipate that the declining importance of religious values in postindus¬ 
trial nations has in turn eroded regular participation in religious practices, 
exemplified by attendance at services of worship and engagement in regular 
prayer or meditation. 

Each major religion defines its own important and distinct practices in 
spiritual rituals, ceremonies, and observances, often associated with the life- 
changes of birth, marriage, and death, as well as celebration of certain holy 
days, and there are multiple variations within each religion’s sects, denom¬ 
inations, and communities. Christian religious practices are exemplified by 
habitual church attendance on Sundays and special holidays, as well as by 
the role of prayer, charitable giving, the significance of communion, and 
the rituals of baptism, confirmation, and marriage. But within this common 
repertoire, Anglicans, Methodists, and Baptists each emphasize their own 
specific rituals. Elsewhere meditation rituals and ceremonies are central to 
Buddhism, along with the observation of festivals, blessings and initiations, 
and the role of monastic communities. For Muslims, the Koran specifies 
the five Pillars of Islam, including public profession of faith by recitation 
of the shahada, daily performance of the salat prayer ritual, annual giving 
of obligatory alms, fasting during Ramadan, and performance once in a 
lifetime in the rituals of the Great Pilgrimage to Mecca (the Hajj). Alter¬ 
native New Age forms of spirituality involve an even wider range of activi¬ 
ties, including psychic, pagan, metaphysical, personal growth, and holistic 
healthcare, with practices exemplified by yoga, meditation, aroma therapies, 
channeling, divination, and astrology. 

In this limited study, we cannot hope to compare all the varied forms 
of religious behavior found in each of the world’s major religions, but, as 
discussed in the next chapter, we can analyze the most common aspects 
of religious practices, symbolized by attendance at services of worship and 
regular engagement in prayer or meditation. We predict that the strongest 
decline in religious participation will occur in affluent and secure nations, 
where the importance of religion has faded most. By contrast, where re¬ 
ligious values remain a vital part of people’s everyday lives, in poor agrar¬ 
ian societies, we also expect that people will be most active in worship 
and prayer. 
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4. The Civic Engagement Hypothesis 

In turn, there are good reasons to believe that regular religious partici¬ 
pation, particularly collective acts at services of worship, will probably 
encourage political and social engagement and also electoral support for 
religious parties. 

Theories of social capital claim that, in the United States, regular church¬ 
going encourages belonging to faith-based organizations and joining a 
broader range of community groups in civic society Mainline Protestant 
churches in the United States have long been regarded as playing a cen¬ 
tral role in the lives of their local communities by providing places for 
people to meet, fostering informal social networks of friends and neigh¬ 
bors, developing leadership skills, informing people about public affairs, 
drawing together people from diverse social and ethnic backgrounds, and 
encouraging active involvement in associational groups concerned with ed¬ 
ucation, youth development, and human services. The role of churches in 
the United States raises important questions: in particular, do religious 
institutions function in similar ways in other countries, fostering social 
networks, associational activism, and civic engagement? And, if so, has 
secularization contributed to an erosion of social capital? Classic theo¬ 
ries of voting behavior have also long claimed that in Western Europe 
electoral cleavages between Protestants and Catholics, reinforced by the 
organizational links between the Catholic Church and Christian Demo¬ 
cratic parties, encourage the religious to vote for parties of the right. 
Yet again if religious participation and values have eroded in postindus¬ 
trial societies, as we argue, then we would also expect to see a process of 
religious dealignment, with denominational identities playing a less im¬ 
portant role in voting behavior. By contrast, in developing societies we 
would predict that religion would continue to play an important role in 
politics. 

5. The De?//ographic Hypothesis 

Yet while this series of hypotheses might lead to the assumption that secu¬ 
larization is spreading worldwide, in fact the situation is far more complex. 
We find that human development and growing conditions of existential 
security erode the importance of religious values, and thereby also reduce 
rates of population growth in postindustrial societies. Thus we expect to 
find that rich societies are becoming more secular in their values but at the 
same time they are also shrinking in population size. By contrast we expect 
that poor nations will remain deeply religious in their values, and also will 
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display far higher fertility rates and growing populations. One of the most 
central injunctions of virtually all traditional religions is to strengthen the 
family, to encourage people to have children, to encourage women to stay 
home and raise children, and to forbid abortion, divorce, or anything that 
interferes with high rates of reproduction. As a result of these two inter¬ 
locking trends, rich nations are becoming more secular, but the world as a 
whole is becoming more religious. 

Cultures have been defined as survival strategies for a society, and one 
can see this as a competition between two fundamentally different survival 
strategies, (i) Rich, secular societies produce fewer people, but with rela¬ 
tively high investment in each individual, producing knowledge societies 
with high levels of education, longlife expectancies, and advanced economic 
and technological levels. This also provides greatly enhanced military po¬ 
tential and national security, but because families are placing an important 
investment in few offspring, these societies place a relatively high valuation 
on each individual and show a relatively low willingness to risk lives in war. 
On the other hand (2) poorer traditional societies produce large numbers 
of children, investing much less in each individual. Sons are valued more 
highly than daughters, but if one has several sons, the loss of one or two 
is tragic but not catastrophic. Infant mortality rates and death rates are 
sufficiently high that people implicitly do not expect all of their children 
to survive. 

The modern strategy emphasizes high investment in relatively few in¬ 
dividuals, with equal investment in both sons and daughters and a heavy 
investment of human capital in a smaller but more highly skilled work¬ 
force in which women are utilized as fully as men. The traditional strategy 
narrowly limits women’s opportunities for education and the paid work¬ 
force, leaving few options except motherhood and family, with much less 
investment in each individual. 40 Within this strategy, talented women are 
not educated and are not allowed careers outside the home, which means 
that their potential contribution to society beyond the home is wasted. 
This strategy also has an indirect cost: it means that uneducated mothers 
raise children, so girls and boys receive less intellectual stimulation in their 
crucial early years. On the other hand, this strategy produces far greater 
numbers of children. 

It is not clear which strategy is more effective. The modern strategy pro¬ 
duces a much higher standard of living, higher life expectancy, and greater 
subjective well-being, and modern nations have greater technological and 
military power. But insofar as sheer numbers count, traditional societies are 
clearly winning: they are becoming an increasingly large proportion of the 
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world’s population. As a result we expect to find, and indeed demonstrate, 
enormous contrasts between the fertility rates of traditional and modern 
societies. Today, virtually all advanced industrial societies have fertility rates 
far below the population replacement level - and some of them are pro¬ 
ducing only about half as many children as would be needed to replace the 
adult population. Conversely, poorer societies have birth rates well above 
the population replacement level, and many are producing two or three 
times as many children as would be needed to replace the adult population. 
The net effect is that the religious population is growing fast, while the 
secular number is shrinking, despite the fact that the secularization process 
is progressing steadily in rich nations. 

6 . The Religious Market Hypothesis 

Yet we do not rest our argument upon simply proving this series of propo¬ 
sitions. To consider the core proposition of the alternative religious market 
school, we also test the empirical evidence for the assumptions at the heart 
of this rival theory. Religious market theory expects that religious partic¬ 
ipation will be influenced by the supply of religion, in particular: greater 
religious pluralism and also greater religious freedom will both increase 
religious participation. 

To examine the evidence for these propositions, in subsequent chapters 
we compare the impact on religious participation (frequency of attend¬ 
ing services of worship) of both religious pluralism (computing the stan¬ 
dard Herfindahl Index) and a new 20-point Religious Freedom Index. We 
demonstrate that pluralism has no positive relationship with participation, 
either within postindustrial societies or in worldwide perspective. The the¬ 
ory fits the American case but the problem is that it fails to work else¬ 
where. State regulation provides a more plausible explanation of patterns 
of churchgoing in affluent societies, but even here the relationship is weak 
and the correlation may well be spurious. In post-Communist Europe, re¬ 
ligious pluralism and religious freedom have a negative relationship with 
participation. Overall we conclude that the degree of religious pluralism in 
a society is far less important than people’s experience with whether survival 
is seen as secure or insecure. 

Conclusions 

Three important conclusions flow from this study. First, we conclude 
that due to rising levels of human security, the publics of virtually all 
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advanced industrial societies have been moving toward more secular orientations. 
We demonstrate that “modernization” (the process of industrialization, ur¬ 
banization, and rising levels of education and wealth) greatly weakens the 
influence of religious institutions in affluent societies, bringing lower rates 
of attendance at religious services, and making religion subjectively less 
important in people’s lives. 

The overall trend is clear: within most advanced industrial societies, 
church attendance has fallen, not risen, over the past several decades; more¬ 
over, the clergy have largely lost their authority over the public and are no 
longer able to dictate to them on such matters as birth control, divorce, 
abortion, sexual orientation, and the necessity of marriage before childbirth. 
Secularization is not taking place only in Western Europe, as some critics 
have claimed (though it was first observed there). It is occurring in most 
advanced industrial societies, including Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and 
Canada. The United States remains an outlier among postindustrial soci¬ 
eties, having a public that holds much more traditional worldviews than 
that of any other rich country except Ireland. But even in America, there 
has been a lesser but perceptible trend toward secularization; the trend has 
been partly masked by massive immigration of people with relatively tradi¬ 
tional worldviews (and high fertility rates) from Hispanic countries as well 
as by relatively high levels of economic inequality; but when one controls 
for these factors, even within the United States there has been a significant 
movement toward secularization. 

Nevertheless, it would be a major mistake to assume that seculariza¬ 
tion is triumphantly advancing and that religion will eventually disappear 
throughout the world. Our second conclusion is that due to den/ogmphic 
trends in poorer societies, the world as a whole novo has more people with traditional 
religious views than ever before - and they constitute a growing proportion 
of the world’s population. Rich societies are secularizing but they contain 
a dwindling share of the world’s population; while poor societies are not 
secularizing and they contain a rising share of the world’s population. Thus, 
modernization does indeed bring a de-emphasis on religion within virtually 
any country that experiences it, but the percentage of the world’s population 
for whom religion is important, is rising. 

The differential fertility rates of religious and secular societies is by no 
means a sheer coincidence; quite the contrary, it is directly linked with sec¬ 
ularization. The shift from traditional religious values to secular-rational 
values brings a cultural shift from an emphasis on a traditional role for 
women, whose lives are largely limited to producing and raising many chil¬ 
dren, first under the authority of their fathers and then their husbands, 
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with little autonomy and few options outside the home, to a world in which 
women have an increasingly broad range of life choices, and most women 
have careers and interests outside the home. This cultural shift is linked 
with a dramatic decline in fertility rates. Both religiosity and human devel¬ 
opment have a powerful impact on fertility rates, as we will demonstrate. 
The evidence suggests that human development leads to cultural changes 
that drastically reduce (i) religiosity and (2) fertility rates. Rising affluence 
does not automatically produce these changes, but it has a high probability 
of doing so, because it tends to bring about important changes in mass belief 
systems and social structure. 

Lastly we predict, although we cannotyet demonstrate, that the expanding 
gap between the sacred and the secular societies around the globe will have impor¬ 
tant consequences for world politics, raising the role of religion on the international 
agenda. Despite popular commentary, this does not mean that this situation 
will necessarily generate more intense ethno-religious conflict, within or 
between nations. In the aftermath of 9/11, and U.S. military intervention 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, many commentators believe that these events re¬ 
flect a deep-rooted clash of civilizations, but we should not assume a simple 
monocausal explanation. In recent years, many protracted civil wars have 
been settled through negotiated settlements, including in Angola, Somalia, 
and Sudan. The most reliable independent estimate of the number and 
severity of incidents of ethnic conflict and major wars around the globe 
suggests that a sizeable “peace dividend” has occurred during the post-Cold 
War era. The Minorities at Risk report estimates that the number of such 
incidents peaked in the mid-1980s, and subsequently declined, so that by 
late-2002 ethnic conflict had reached its lowest level since the early 1960s. 41 
We do believe, however, that the accommodation of divergent attitudes to¬ 
ward moral issues found in traditional and modern societies, exemplified 
by approval or disapproval of sexual liberalization, women’s equality, di¬ 
vorce, abortion, and gay rights, provides an important challenge to social 
tolerance. The contemporary debate over these issues is symbolized by the 
potential schism within the Anglican Church surrounding the consecra¬ 
tion in the United States of Canon Gene Robinson, an openly gay bishop. 
Cultural contrasts between more religious and more secular values will 
probably fuel heated debate about many other complex ethical questions, 
such as the legalization of euthanasia in the Netherlands, the enforcement 
of strict Sharia laws for the punishment of adultery in Nigeria, or the avail¬ 
ability of reproductive rights in the United States. Nevertheless we remain 
strictly agnostic about whether cultural differences over religious values 
will inevitably generate outbreaks of protracted violence, armed hostilities, 
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or international conflict, an important issue well beyond the scope of 
this study. 

Demonstrating the Theory 

This book will examine systematic evidence concerning this series of propo¬ 
sitions, probing into whether societal development levels are consistently 
related to patterns of religious values, beliefs, and behavior. If we are 
correct, we should find marked contrasts between agrarian, industrial, 
and postindustrial societies in indicators of religiosity, such as participa¬ 
tion in daily prayer and regular churchgoing, beyond the purely symbolic 
rituals associated with birth, marriage, and death, and the celebration of 
religious holidays. 

This study examines evidence for the alternative cognitive, functionalist, 
and supply-side accounts of secularization we have discussed, finding little 
evidence consistently supporting these theories. The central claim in the 
Weberian argument is that the spread of scientific knowledge and rising 
levels of education will bring a universal trend toward an increasingly ra¬ 
tional worldview, in all industrial societies. If this is correct, then it suggests 
that secularization should have progressed furthest among the most edu¬ 
cated and those who emphasize and respect science. Yet we do not find any 
such universal trend: as we shall demonstrate, secularization is most closely 
linked with whether the public of a given society has experienced relatively 
high levels of economic and physical security. Moreover, the Weberian in¬ 
terpretation emphasizes cognitive factors that tend to be irreversible and 
universal: the spread of scientific knowledge does not disappear in times of 
crisis or economic downturn. If this were the dominant cause of secular¬ 
ization, we would not expect to find the fluctuations in religiosity that are 
linked with varying levels of security. 

If this revised theory of secularization based on existential security is 
correct, and if cultural patterns of religiosity are coherent and predictable, 
then certain specific propositions or hypotheses follow - each of which will 
be tested in this study using cross-national comparisons, time-series trends, 
and generational analysis. 

(i) Cross-National Comparisons 

Our first basic proposition is that levels of societal modernization, human 
development, and economic equality shape the strength of religiosity - 
meaning the values , beliefs, and practices of religion existing in any society. 
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We expect that poorer pre-industrial societies, which are most vulnerable 
to the threat of natural disasters and social risks, are most likely to em¬ 
phasize the central importance of religion. By contrast, religion will be 
given lower priority by the publics of affluent postindustrial societies, who 
live under higher levels of physical and social security. We expect to find 
similar comparisons for many other indicators of religiosity, including the 
strength of religious identities, theological beliefs, adherence to traditional 
moral attitudes, and habits of religious observance and practices such as 
prayer and attendance at services of worship. The fact that we have survey 
data from almost eighty societies, covering the full range of variance from 
low-income economies to affluent postindustrial nations, and including all 
major religious traditions, makes it possible to test these hypotheses in a 
more conclusive fashion than has ever before been possible. 

(it) Comparing Predominant Religious Cultures 

Yet we also expect that each society’s historical legacy of predominant re¬ 
ligious traditions will help shape adherence to particular religious values, 
beliefs, and practices. Consequently, we expect that the predominant re¬ 
ligious culture will stamp its mark on each society, affecting how societal 
modernization influences patterns of religious beliefs and practices. As a 
result, important variations in religiosity can exist even among societies 
at similar levels of socioeconomic development. To examine this proposi¬ 
tion, we will compare societies classified according to their predominant 
religious culture. 

(Hi) Generational Comparisons 

In societies that have experienced sustained periods of rising economic 
growth and physical security (such as Germany, the United States, and 
Japan), or very rapid economic growth (such as South Korea and Taiwan), 
we expect to find substantial differences in the religious values held by 
older and younger generations. In such societies, the young should prove 
least religious in their values, attitudes, and practices while the older co¬ 
horts should display more traditional orientations, since basic values do not 
change overnight; instead, socialization theory suggests that we should find 
a substantial time lag between changing economic circumstances and their 
impact on prevailing religious values, because adults retain the norms, val¬ 
ues, and beliefs that were instilled during their formative pre-adult years. 42 
Cultural values change as younger birth cohorts, shaped by distinctive for¬ 
mative experiences, replace their elders. Since we hypothesize that these 
generational differences reflect economic growth and human development, 
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we would not expect to find large generational differences concerning reli¬ 
gion in societies such as Nigeria, Algeria, or Bangladesh, that have not ex¬ 
perienced major progress toward human development over the past several 
decades. In such cases we would expect the young to be fully as religious as 
their elders. The decline of religiosity does not reflect the inevitable spread 
of scientific knowledge and education; it is contingent on whether a society’s 
people have experienced rising existential security - or whether they have 
experienced economic stagnation, state failure, or the collapse of the welfare 
state, as has happened in the less successful post-Communist economies. 

(ivj Sectoral Comparisons 

The thesis of secularization based on existential security suggests that the 
primary cleavage predicting religiosity will be the contrast between rich and 
poor societies. We also expect that more vulnerable social sectors within any 
given society, such as the poor, the elderly, those with lower education and 
literacy, and women, will be more religious, even in postindustrial societies. 
Furthermore, the largest social differences are expected in countries where 
income is most unequally distributed. 

(v) Patterns of Demography, Fertility Rates, and Population Change 

Our thesis argues that fertility rates are systematically linked to the strength 
of religiosity and human development. Although life expectancy is far lower 
in poorer societies, we expect to find that countries with the strongest 
religiosity have much greater population growth than secular societies. 

(ui) Social and Political Consequences 

Where the process of secularization has occurred, we expect this to have im¬ 
portant consequences for society and for politics, in particular by weakening 
the influence of religiosity on the acquisition of moral, social, economic, 
and political values, as well as by eroding active engagement in religious or¬ 
ganizations and parties, and by reducing the salience of religious identities 
and ethno-religious conflict in societies. 

Plan of the Book 

T> develop and test these propositions, Chapter 2 describes our research 
design, the comparative framework, and our main data source - the World 
Values Survey and European Values Survey. We outline the procedure used 
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to classify 191 societies worldwide by their predominant religious culture, 
allowing us to compare Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, Muslims, Hindus, 
and others. Chapter 3 goes on to examine global trends in religiosity and 
secularization. If cultural shifts were predictable, we would expect patterns 
of religiosity in each society to be consistently associated with levels of hu¬ 
man development and economic equality. More specifically, we expect reli¬ 
gious beliefs and practices to be strongest in poorer, pre-industrial societies; 
while by contrast the pubhcs of the most affluent, secure, and egalitarian 
societies will prove most secular. Within any society in which substantial 
economic development has occurred, we expect secularization to have pro¬ 
gressed furthest among the younger generations, who will be less religious 
than their parents and grandparents. With data from the Values Surveys 
we can test these core propositions more systematically than ever be¬ 
fore, using cross-national comparisons, time-series trends, and generational 
analysis. 

In Part II we go on to consider specific regional case studies in greater 
depth. Much of the previous literature has focused on the distinctive im¬ 
print of religion in specific countries or regions of the world, and the role 
of the state and organized religion. Most of the literature has examined pat¬ 
terns of churchgoing and religious beliefs in the United States and Western 
Europe, focusing on affluent postindustrial societies with similar levels of 
education and mass communications, and sharing a common Christian her¬ 
itage. Chapter 4 considers the long-standing puzzle of why religiosity ap¬ 
pears to have remained stable in the United States, while most studies find 
that churchgoing practices have eroded in other rich countries. We explore 
the evidence for trends and explanations for these differences offered by 
functionalist and by religious market theories. Chapter 5 analyzes whether 
religion has seen an erosion in Central and Eastern Europe, similar to 
the secularization process experienced in Western Europe, or whether, as 
supply-side theory suggests, the last decade has witnessed a resurgence of 
religiosity after the Soviet policy of state atheism was abolished. On the 
other hand, these patterns might be affected by other developments. For 
example, where the church became associated with nationalistic protest for 
the independence forces against control by the Soviet Union, in Catholic 
Poland or Lutheran Estonia, then once the Berlin Wall fell after a temporary 
“honeymoon” effect we might expect an erosion of religiosity. Chapter 5 
examines the most extensive body of systematic cross-national survey evi¬ 
dence ever assembled concerning Muslim values and beliefs, from a wide 
range of countries around the world. In particular we focus on whether 
there is a cultural clash between the democratic values held in Western 
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Christianity and those held by the Muslim world, as Huntington argues. 43 
We compare predominantly Islamic societies in the Middle East and else¬ 
where, such as Indonesia, Egypt, Iran, Nigeria, Indonesia, and Pakistan. 

Theories of secularization are important in themselves, but they also 
have major social and political implications, as discussed in Part III. Al¬ 
though most people continue to express nominal adherence to traditional 
denominational identities, where religiosity has declined, it is unclear how 
far these identities matter. One of the strongest, most enduring, and yet 
contentious claims in the literature is Weber’s theory that the Protestant 
Reformation generated a distinctive work ethos, which generated the un¬ 
derlying conditions leading to the rise of bourgeois capitalism. We cannot 
examine the historical patterns, but if religious cultural traditions have left 
an enduring legacy, we can examine the contemporary evidence. Chap¬ 
ter 7 compares the extent to which orientations toward work, and broader 
attitudes toward capitalism, differ by the type of religious faith. 

Chapter 8 considers the role of organized religion on social capital. The 
work of Robert Putnam has stimulated a recent revival of interest in whether 
social networks, social trust, and the norms and values generally associ¬ 
ated with cooperative behavior, are shaped by participation in religious 
organizations. 44 While studies have examined this issue in depth within 
the United States, few have analyzed whether this relationship holds across 
different types of religious faith. Chapter 9 analyzes the strength of the link¬ 
ages between religious identities and support for political parties, and in par¬ 
ticular whether there is evidence of religious dealignment in postindustrial 
societies, but of strong relationships with religiosity continuing to predict 
electoral behavior and party support in agrarian societies. There is some ev¬ 
idence supporting these claims. In European countries where the Protestant 
and Catholic populations were once strongly “pillarized” into segmented 
party and social networks, exemplified by the Netherlands, the religious- 
based “pillars” have lost much of their relevance for electoral behavior. 45 
Also in Western Europe, religious dealignment appears to have eroded de¬ 
nominational identities as a social cue guiding patterns of partisanship and 
voting choice. Adherence to the Catholic Church has become less closely re¬ 
lated to electoral support for Christian Democratic parties in France, Italy, 
and Belgium. 46 But in the United States religiosity appears to have exerted 
a stronger impact on partisan divisions in the electorate in recent years. 47 
It remains unclear how far religion, especially fundamentalist appeals, has 
shaped support for political parties and patterns ofvoting behavior in poorer 
developing societies and in newer electoral democracies. To draw together 
the analysis, the conclusion in Chapter 10 summarizes the key findings 
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throughout the book and considers their broader implications for economic 
and political development and for demographic change. 

Chapter n, added to the second edition of the book, re-examines the 
theory of existential security and allows us to respond to critics. In particular, 
we seek to expand on the core concepts, clarifying the theoretical ideas in 
terms of institutional dimensions of secularization, “New Age” forms of 
religiosity, and the role of nontranscendent types of spirituality. 

Chapter 12 extends the analysis by examining evidence that has become 
available since publication of the first edition of the book. A review of 
the broader literature in social psychology and related social sciences adds 
further confidence in the security thesis. Moreover, we also analyze the 
2007 Gallup World Poll, demonstrating the strong and consistent link be¬ 
tween the Lived Poverty Index, social deprivation, and religious values and 
practices in 132 societies worldwide. Because many questions have been 
raised about the strength of religiosity in the United States, we also address 
the question of whether America is indeed exceptional in this regard or if 
secularization in Europe is the outlier. Much of the debate hinges on how 
religiosity is measured, especially a distinction between religious values (the 
importance of spirituality in one’s life) and religious practices (exemplified 
by regular church attendance). The results suggest that the link between 
existential security and religious values is strong in both the United States 
and similar postindustrial societies in Western Europe. Yet important dif¬ 
ferences do exist in churchgoing; we find that higher socioeconomic status 
predicts more frequent attendance at religious services in the United States 
and less frequent churchgoing in Western Europe. This suggests that Amer¬ 
ican membership in religious organizations fulfills a need for affiliation and 
social networking in a way that is no longer evident in European societies, 
probably due to the historical development of organized religion. But in 
the United States and Europe, poorer sectors of society, including African 
Americans, who are more vulnerable to risk are also most likely to regard re¬ 
ligion as important. And even in America, according to the General Social 
Survey monitoring public opinion annually since the early 1970s, trends 
in church attendance have been steadily falling, while the proportion of 
Americans with no religious identity is rising. Chapter 2 provides technical 
details about our research design and methods; those who are mainly in¬ 
terested in the substantive results may prefer to skip directly to Chapter 3, 
which starts to examine the evidence. 


2 


Measuring Secularization 


the contemporary debate about secularization, once intellectually dor¬ 
mant, is currently alive and well, but unfortunately much of the evidence 
cited by both sides remains partial and selective. It is difficult to draw sys¬ 
tematic generalizations about the vitality of religious life around the globe 
from studies focused on one or two nations, a limited time period, or a 
single indicator of secularization. 1 One scholar may examine the evidence 
of lapsed churchgoing habits in Britain and Ireland since the 1960s, for ex¬ 
ample, and conclude that secularization is proceeding apace, then another 
may challenge this by citing the vigorous resurgence of radical Islam in Iran 
and Algeria during the last decade, the rise of Pentecostal churches in Latin 
America, the Presbyterian expansion in South Korea, or the existence of 
ethno-religious conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Many arguments simply 
point toward the continuing popularity of religion in the United States, 
as though this exception by itself refutes general patterns worldwide. The 
process of selecting case studies based on the dependent variable generates 
more heat than light. A more systematic overview is needed, comparing 
multiple indicators of religiosity across many cultures and regions of the 
world. In this chapter we outline the comparative framework used in the 
book and describe the sources of evidence, the societal classifications, and 
the measures adopted in this study. Building on this foundation, the next 
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chapter compares the systematic evidence for religiosity and secularization 
occurring during the last fifty years. 

Research Design 

The basic research design adopted by this study uses a triangulation of ap¬ 
proaches. Taken in isolation, no single indicator, set of data, or analytical 
technique can provide a comprehensive picture. As with other controversies 
in the social sciences, the core concepts, definitions, and measures concern¬ 
ing religiosity can be understood and operationalized in many alternative 
ways. Any one piece of the puzzle can be reasonably challenged. But where 
alternative approaches using multiple indicators, social surveys, and meth¬ 
ods of analysis produce results that are consistent, then their cumulative 
effect increases confidence in the reliability and robustness of the findings, 
and the conclusions become more compelling. Patterns of religiosity are 
analyzed here by three basic analytical techniques. 

Cross-National Surveys 

First, our empirical evidence is based on large-N comparisons, drawing 
on macro-level data from 191 nations worldwide and on survey data from 
almost 80 societies around the globe. Cross-national surveys are compared 
among many contemporary societies that have sharply contrasting levels 
of societal development, including some of the richest and poorest nations 
in the world. One limitation of most previous studies is that they have 
usually been limited to affluent postindustrial studies (usually focusing on 
Christendom), which is an inappropriate framework to determine how far 
religiosity varies according to levels of societal modernization. The pooled 
World Values Surveys/European Values Surveys permit us to examine a 
broad range of variation in religious attitudes and behavior across widely 
different types of societies, regions, and faiths. The availability of evidence 
from a large number of societies also makes it possible to combine the 
mean scores for each nation with macro-level data on socioeconomic and 
political characteristics of each nation, creating an integrated dataset that 
permits us to analyze cross-level linkages, such as the impact of individual- 
level beliefs and values on a society’s fertility rate; or the linkages between 
a society’s level of economic development, and the religious beliefs of its 
people. This also makes it possible to identify outliers to general patterns, 
such as the anomalously high rate of religiosity in the United States and 
Ireland, relative to their levels of development. Such findings highlight the 
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need for in-depth case studies, to understand the reasons behind deviations 
from the general pattern. 

Correlations at any one point in time cannot, by themselves, demonstrate 
the underlying causality. Moreover, many aspects of societal modernization 
are closely interrelated, such as growing levels of affluence, education, and 
urbanization, so it is difficult to disentangle their effects. Furthermore, in 
cross-national research, differences in fieldwork and sampling practices, 
coding and translations, can generate substantial amounts of measurement 
error. If significant cross-national differences emerge, after applying ap¬ 
propriate controls, this random noise has probably caused such effects to 
be undere. stimated. 

Longitudinal Trends 

To complement the World Values surveys executed from 1981 to 2001, 
we also need to examine longitudinal evidence of historic trends in reli¬ 
gious attitudes and behavior over even longer periods of time. We uti¬ 
lize such time-series survey data when it is available. The comparison of 
many decades of data gives more reliable indications of the processes at 
work and the patterns of causality behind changes in attitudes and behav¬ 
ior, such as the possibility that an erosion of religious beliefs undermined 
habitual churchgoing practices. Yet here we also encounter two impor¬ 
tant limitations. First, the geographic scope for such time-series analysis is 
sharply limited, because until quite recently, most surveys were conducted 
in advanced industrialized societies. No early benchmarks exist to monitor 
changes in religiosity in most developing countries - and no such bench¬ 
marks exist for most types of religion other than Christianity. Even with 
the data on religiosity from the early Gallup polls carried out in the 1950s, 
we are limited to examining trends that have occurred over the last fifty 
years, and more often we can only compare data from the last two or three 
decades, or even later. Thus, after comparing the results of the International 
Social Science Program surveys on religion in 1991 and 1998, Greeley con¬ 
cludes that any indicators of changes in religiosity are inconclusive, with 
some gains and some losses. 2 But given this limited seven-year time pe¬ 
riod, combined with the usual measurement errors that arise from com¬ 
paring cross-sectional surveys, this approach could not be expected to shed 
much light on long-term processes of secularization: over a short period, 
random fluctuations combined with minor changes in fieldwork practices, 
sampling procedures, or even question order in the survey will probably 
swamp the effects of long-term trends. Since societal modernization in the 
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shift from agrarian to industrial, and then from industrial to postindustrial, 
is a process that occurs at a glacial pace over many decades, our longitudinal 
evidence of trends from existing surveys in Western Europe and the Anglo- 
American democracies often covers too few years to capture the full effects 
taking place. 

Generational Analysis 

Generational analysis of cross-sectional surveys is an alternative technique 
that can throw light on long-term cultural change. If the socialization pro¬ 
cess imprints the effects of shared experiences during their formative years 
on successive generations, then analysis of the attitudes and behavior shared 
among distinct birth cohorts can be used as a proxy indicator of longitu¬ 
dinal trends. 3 We can explore how far those born in the prewar era differ 
from the postwar generation, or from the younger generation that came of 
age during the 1960s. The sheer size of the cross-national survey samples 
that are available through the World Values Survey increases the reliability 
of this approach. This is especially true when we analyze pooled groups 
of nationalities, for example, comparing the overall pattern of cohort dif¬ 
ferences in agrarian societies with those in industrial and postindustrial 
societies. This approach falls short of what we would ideally like to do - 
which would be to analyze successive waves of panel survey data collected 
among the same respondents at successive points in time, which would 
facilitate disentangling life-cycle effects, period effects, and birth cohort 
effects. 4 Life-cycle effects could theoretically account for differences de¬ 
tected among cohorts, such as lower churchgoing among the postwar than 
prewar generation, if one assumes that people have an inherent tendency 
to become more religious as they age. The availability of data from fun¬ 
damentally different types of societies sheds light on the interpretation of 
these effects, because (as we will demonstrate later) there does not seem 
to be any inherent tendency for people to become more religious as they 
age: we do find lower levels of religiosity among the younger cohorts than 
among the older ones in postindustrial societies, but we do not find this 
phenomenon in agrarian societies. 

We simply do not have the massive longitudinal database that would 
be required to demonstrate beyond any doubt whether secularization is or 
is not taking place. In its absence, no single approach can be absolutely 
conclusive, and the results will always remain open to challenge. But if a 
combination of methods, indicators, and datasets generates findings that all 
point in the same direction - and this direction is consistent with our basic 
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theoretical argument - then the case becomes more compelling. This is the 
approach that we will take. 


The Comparative Framework 

T> examine the theory and specific propositions discussed in Chapter i, 
the comparative framework adopted in this book follows Prezeworski 
and Teune’s most different systems research design, seeking to maximize 
contrasts among a diverse range of almost eighty societies to distinguish 
systematic clusters of characteristics associated with different dimensions 
and types of religiosity. 5 Some important trade-offs are involved in this 
approach, notably the loss of contextual depth that can come from fo¬ 
cusing on historical developments over time in one or two nations. But 
the strategy of carrying out global comparisons has major advantages. 
Most importantly, it allows us to examine whether, as theories of so¬ 
cietal modernization claim, basic religious values, beliefs, and practices 
weaken with the shift from traditional agrarian societies, having largely 
illiterate and impoverished populations, to industrial economies based 
on manufacturing, with a growing urban working class, to postindustrial 
economies with a large professional and managerial middle class based in the 
service sector. 

Human development is a complex process of social transformation, 
including changes in the economy with the shift from agricultural pro¬ 
duction to industrial production and the rise of the service sector. It in¬ 
cludes a massive expansion of education, increasing affluence and leisure, 
rising life expectancy and health, urbanization and suburbanization, the 
spread of the mass media, and changes in family structures and commu¬ 
nity social networks; and it tends to be linked with the process of de¬ 
mocratization. Not all these developments necessarily go hand in hand 
with changes in religiosity. Our research design allows us to compare 
societies representing each of the major world faiths, including societies 
that were historically shaped by Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim, 
Hindu, Jewish, and Buddhist/Confucian/Shinto belief systems. Any anal¬ 
ysis of this topic faces the problem of “too many variables, not enough 
cases,” where it becomes almost impossible to control for all the factors 
that could affect religiosity. For example, almost all Muslim countries 
are developing societies with autocratic political systems. To overcome 
this limitation, Part II considers regional patterns, where we can focus 
in more depth on comparisons that analyze variations in moral values 
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and religious beliefs while holding constant certain societal features, no¬ 
tably the role of religious pluralism in the Anglo-American democracies 
and in Western Europe, the legacy of the suppression of religion in post- 
Communist states, and the impact of Muslim beliefs on government in the 
Islamic world. 


The World Values Survey/European Values Survey 

Evidence concerning religious values, beliefs, and behavior draws on the 
World Values Survey/European Values Survey, a global investigation of 
socio-cultural and political change. This project has carried out represen¬ 
tative national surveys of the values and beliefs of the publics in seventy-six 
nation states (see Figure 2.1), containing almost five billion people or over 
80% of the world’s population and covering all six inhabited continents. 
It builds on the European Values Surveys, first carried out in twenty-two 
countries in 1981. A second wave of surveys, in forty-one nations, was 
completed in 1990-1991. The third wave was carried out in fifty-five na¬ 
tions in 1995-1996. The fourth wave, with fifty-nine nations, took place 
in 1999-2001 (see Table Ai). 6 The pooled WVS survey used in this book 
includes data from all four waves, containing almost one quarter million re¬ 
spondents, facilitating analysis even for smaller religious groups. We make 
a further distinction within nation states that contain distinct societies, 
each with different historical religious traditions, including within Germany 
(East and West), 7 as well as in the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland and 
Britain) and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro). 
The pooled WVS therefore allows us to compare seventy-nine societies 
in total. 

The WVS survey includes some of the most affluent market economies 
in the world, such as the United States, Japan, and Switzerland, with per 
capita annual incomes as high as $40,000; together with middle-level indus¬ 
trializing countries including Taiwan, Brazil, and Turkey, as well as poorer 
agrarian societies, exemplified by Uganda, Nigeria, and Viet Nam, with per 
capita annual incomes of $300 or less. Some smaller nations have popula¬ 
tions below one million, such as Malta, Luxembourg, and Iceland, while at 
the other extreme almost one billion people live in India and over one billion 
live in China. The pooled survey with all waves contains older democracies 
such as Australia, India, and the Netherlands, newer democracies including 
El Salvador, Estonia, and Taiwan, semi-democracies such as Russia, Brazil, 
and Turkey, and non-democracies such as China, Zimbabwe, Pakistan, and 
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Included in the WVS 

■ Included (76) 

□ Not yet included (115) 


Figure 2.1. Nation States Included in the Pooled World Values Surveys and 
European Values Surveys, 1981-2001. 


Egypt. The transition process also varies markedly: some nations have ex¬ 
perienced a rapid consolidation of democracy during the rppos; the Czech 
Republic, Latvia, and Argentina currently rank as high on political rights 
and civil liberties as Belgium, the United States, and the Netherlands, which 
have a long tradition of democracy. 8 The survey includes some of the first 
systematic data on public opinion in many Muslim states, including Arab 
countries such as Jordan, Iran, Egypt, and Morocco, as well as in Indonesia, 
Iran, Turkey, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. The most comprehensive coverage 
of countries in the surveys is available in Western Europe, North America, 
and Scandinavia, where public opinion surveys have the longest tradition, 
but countries are included from all world regions, including some sub- 
Saharan African nations. Although the four waves of this survey took place 
from 1981 to 2001, the same countries were not always included in each 
wave, so time-series comparisons over the full period can be carried out 
in a subset of twenty societies. Data drawn from other sources facilitates 
long-term comparisons in a limited range of nations, including from the 
Eurobarometer surveys, conducted bi-annually since 1970, and from the 
postwar Gallup International polls on religion. The International Social 
Survey Programme surveys of religion conducted in 1991 (in 18 societies) 
and in 1998 (in 32 societies) provide comparable data. 
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Measures of Secularization 

Both “religion” and “secularization” are multidimensional phenomena and 
we recognize an important distinction between religion as a societal institu¬ 
tion and religion as an individual practice. 9 In this study we do not examine 
direct evidence for the power and status of religious institutions and author¬ 
ities, such as the role of evangelical churches in the “bible-belt” American 
South, ideological divisions within the Anglican synod, the influence of 
radical Islamic parties in the Middle East, or the structure, resources, and 
leadership of the Roman Catholic Church in Italy. Nor do we focus primar¬ 
ily upon the relative organizational strength of different denominations and 
sects within specific countries, leaving area specialists to study important 
developments such as attempts to build churches and expand congrega¬ 
tions by U.S. evangelicals in South Korea or rivalry for hearts and souls 
between Catholic clergy and Pentecostal missionaries in Guatemala and El 
Salvador. 10 These are all important issues, studied by scholars from many 
disciplines, but they are also well beyond the scope of this book. Instead 
we concentrate here upon examining systematic survey evidence among 
the mass public in multiple countries concerning three core dimensions 
of secularization - to see whether there has been a widespread erosion of 
religious participation, values, and beliefs at the individual level - using the 
specific indicators outlined in Table 2.1: 

• Religions participation: Secularization concerns the role of religious be¬ 
havior in people’s lives. Most importantly for this study, the seculariza¬ 
tion process is understood to involve the decline of collective religious 
practices in everyday life, exemplified by the ritual of regular church at¬ 
tendance for Protestants and Catholics, and also the erosion of individual 
religious practices, such as participation in daily prayer or meditation for 
Muslims and Buddhists. Much of the recent literature disputing secu¬ 
larization has argued that rather than simple decline in religiosity, there 
has been an evolution, particularly in rich societies, with a shift from col¬ 
lective forms of engagement via traditional religious institutions toward 
individual or personal spirituality exercised in the private sphere. 11 The 
comparison of both aspects of religious behavior is therefore important 
to settle this issue. 

• Religious values: A related feature of secularization concerns “values,” 
meaning the goals that people prioritize for their society, community, 
families, and themselves. Secularization is reflected in the lessening 
importance of religion in people’s fives, and growing indifference to 
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Table 2.1. Indicators of Religiosity 



Name 

Coding Waves 

Item 

Mean (%) 

RELIGIOUS PARTICIPATION 






Apart from weddings, funerals, 
and christenings, how often do 
you attend religious services? 

GoChurch 

1-7 

1-4 

V185 

2.0 

How often do you pray to God 
outside of religious services? 

RELIGIOUS VALUES 

OftPray 

1-7 

4 

V199 

2.3 

How important is God in your 
life? 

Imp_God 

1-10 

1-4 

V196 

6.3 

How important is religion in 
your life? 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

Imp_Rel 

1-4 

2-4 

V9r 

2.8 

Do you believe in heaven? 

Heaven 

0/1 

1-4 

V195 

49.2 

Do you believe in hell? 

Hell 

0/1 

1-4 

V194 

36.8 

Do you believe in life after 
death? 

Life 

0/1 

1-4 

V192 

47.3 

Do you believe people have a 
soul? 

Soul 

0/1 

1-4 

V193 

52.9 


Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, 1981-2001. 

spiritual matters among the public. Secularization also erodes traditional 
religious identities, such as a sense of belonging to distinct Protestant and 
Catholic communities in Northern Ireland, until these become purely 
nominal labels rather than holding substantive meaning. 

• Religions beliefs: In this regard, secularization refers to the erosion of 
faith in the core beliefs held by different world theologies. Skepticism 
about matters of faith is greatest among agnostics, while atheists express 
outright rejection of religious creeds and teachings. Secularization also 
involves the waning ability of religious authorities to shape mass views 
on such issues as abortion, divorce, and homosexuality, as well as by 
growing ethical relativism and individualism. 

Some studies prefer to focus attention upon one or another of these di¬ 
mensions. Karel Dobbelaere, for example, regards secularization as a broad 
process reducing the societal significance and meaning of religion, notably 
how far the public regards spiritual values as important to their lives and 
how far they listen to religious leaders as an important source of moral 
authority and spiritual guidance. 12 Others such as Rodney Stark empha¬ 
size the decline of religious participation, monitored through church and 
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census historical records of congregations and through social surveys of 
reported churchgoing. It can be argued that behavior provides a concrete 
indicator of the importance of religion for social norms and habitual prac¬ 
tices. Still other commentators, such as Andrew Greeley, give greater at¬ 
tention to the strength of common religious beliefs, such as faith in an 
afterlife or in metaphysical beings, since people can continue to adhere 
to these beliefs even if they no longer participate regularly in services of 
worship.But instead of reducing the idea of secularization to a single 
meaning or indicator, this study recognizes that this phenomenon is multi¬ 
dimensional, thereby requiring a systematic overview operating at several 
distinct levels. 

Where there is evidence that religious values, beliefs, and practices have 
eroded among the mass public, this clearly has significant implications for 
religion as a societal institution, but there is not necessarily a simple re¬ 
lationship at work; churches can maintain their traditional resources de¬ 
rived from centuries earlier even when their membership base has declined 
among the contemporary public. The role of the Anglican Church vividly 
illustrates this process; there is a wealth of evidence that the British public 
became increasingly indifferent to religion during the twentieth century. 
For example, Steve Bruce compares patterns of church attendance, church 
membership, Sunday school attendance, the number of full-time clergy, the 
popularity of religious rites including baptisms, confirmations, as well as 
in Easter and Christmas communicants, and support for religious beliefs. 
“All of them point the same way,” Bruce concludes, “declining involve¬ 
ment with religious organizations and declining commitment to religious 
ideas. And the trends in the data have been regular and consistent for be¬ 
tween 50 and too years, depending upon the index in question.” 14 Yet the 
residual status and resources of the Church of England, accumulated for 
centuries, are largely preserved. The Anglican Church continues to en¬ 
joy the legacy of substantial holdings of land, commercial and residential 
property, stocks and shares, and financial assets, as well as the inheritance 
of dozens of magnificent cathedrals and 16,000 historic parish churches. 
Anglicans have also retained a voice in government through the inclu¬ 
sion since the fourteenth century of the “Lords Spiritual” in the House 
of Lords. Anglican, Methodist, and Presbyterian organizations continue to 
engage in charitable work for the poor, in fund-raising for missionaries or 
in running schools. 15 In short, this study focuses upon indicators of reli¬ 
giosity among the mass public, and any consistent erosion that has occurred 
will probably eventually have consequences for church institutions, but the 
impact may well be long delayed and indirect. 
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The Classification of Religious Cultures 

Identifying the predominant religious culture in each country is important 
because we expect that the values and beliefs of Catholicism, Protestantism, 
Orthodoxy, Islam, and eastern religions will imprint themselves on each 
society, via the major channels of cultural transmission and socialization, 
irrespective of how far individuals actively participate in religion through 
churches, mosques, shrines, and temples. Hence, for example, we expect 
that through experience of schools, the mass media, and the workplace, 
the younger generation of Pakistanis and Bangladeshi Muslims growing up 
in Bradford, Birmingham, or Leicester will gradually absorb certain social 
and political values from their local communities, along with a fusion of 
Asian-British lifestyles, fashions, and music, contributing toward a more 
multicultural Britain, so that over time the religious, social, and political 
values of Asian-British will gradually come to differ from their compatriots 
remaining in Southeast Asia. We also need to identify the size of the major 
religious sectors in each country to facilitate calculation of religious plu¬ 
ralism or fractionalization in each country, discussed in Chapter 4, which 
is an essential component of religious market theory. Where one religious 
culture is clearly shared in any nation, so that 80% or more share a similar 
faith, then the identification of the predominant or majoritarian religion is 
relatively straightforward. This process is more complicated where a plural 
society is fragmented among multiple religions, so that we have to identify 
the plurality faith. 

Estimates of the distribution of religious adherents around the world 
are usually drawn from a few common reference sources, each with certain 
important limitations. The classification of the predominant religion in 191 
nations around the world used in this study is drawn from a standard refer¬ 
ence work, the Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year 2001, using a dataset 
on religious pluralism derived from this source collected by Alesina and 
colleagues. 16 As with any compilation of secondary data, the consistency 
and reliability of the Encyclopaedia Britannica figures can be questioned. The 
estimates of the precise number of religious adherents given in each faith 
depend on the level of aggregation that is employed, for example whether 
the total number of Protestants is counted in each country, or whether this 
is broken down into detailed Protestant denominations or sects, such as 
Baptists, Anglicans, and Methodists. The identification and classification of 
many traditional or folk religions that persist in parts of Africa, Asia, and the 
Caribbean remain problematic. Where information about self-reported re¬ 
ligious identities is collected and published in an official national census this 
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provides more reliable statistics, but also more detailed enumerations, than 
in countries where such information is not collected by the government. 
The classification of the estimated number of non-believers, agnostics, and 
atheists, as well as non-respondents, also varies from one reference source 
to another, and this is particularly important in countries where some or all 
religions are suppressed or restricted by the government. 

Nevertheless, bearing in mind these important limitations, the Ency¬ 
clopaedia Britannica dataset provides an overview of the distributions of the 
major religions around the world. The reliability and consistency of the data 
were crosschecked against two alternative reference sources that are widely 
cited in the literature. The World Christian Encyclopedia compares churches 
and religions around the globe, and estimates trends over time, based on 
an annual religious “megacensus” completed by ten million church leaders, 
clergy, and other Christian workers. 17 This source monitors the number 
and proportion of adherents to different world religions, as well as the dis¬ 
tribution of religious personnel, resources, and missionaries. The World 
Christian Encyclopedia provides a comprehensive global overview yet it is 
difficult to evaluate the reliability of the data, as the surveys from which the 
estimates are derived are not based on representative samples of the general 
population in each country. For a further crosscheck, the classification of 
data used by the Encyclopaedia Britannica was also compared for consistency 
with the CIA World Factbook, 2002, another standard reference source that 
is widely used in the literature. 18 

Figure 2.2, based on the Encyclopaedia Britannica data, illustrates the 
historically predominant religious culture identified in each country. The 
map shows the distribution of just under one billion people living in sixty- 
seven countries worldwide sharing a Roman Catholic culture, notably large 
parts of Southern and Central Europe, and the Spanish and Portuguese ex¬ 
colonies in Latin America. About half a billion people live in twenty-eight 
countries with a predominant Protestant culture, especially many people in 
Northern Europe as well as in their former colonies in sub-Saharan Africa, 
the Caribbean, and the Pacific, divided among multiple denominations and 
sects, including Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, Baptists, Pentecostals, 
and others. We estimate that another fifty states worldwide, containing 
over one billion people, share a predominately Muslim culture, the ma¬ 
jority Sunni although the minority Shi’a, especially throughout large parts 
of Northern Africa, the Middle East, and some parts of South East Asia. 
Only three states are classified as Hindu, although due to the inclusion of 
India (as well as the smaller states ofMauritius and Nepal) this religious cul¬ 
ture covers about one billion people. The culture of the Orthodox Church 



Figure 2.2. Historically Predominant Religions in 188 Nations Worldwide. Source: Classification from the Alesina et al. 
Dataset, derived from the Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year 2001. Also Alesina et al., 2003. “Fractionalization.” 
Journal of Economic Growth. 82: 219-258. 
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Table 2.2. Classification of Societies by Their Historically Predominant 
Major Religions 

Christian Non-Christian 

Catholic Protestant Orthodox Mnslim Eastern 


Postindustrial 

Austria 

Australia 



Japan 

(23) 

Belgium 

Britain 





Canada 

Denmark 





France 

Finland 





Ireland 

Germany, West 





Italy 

Germany, East 





Luxembourg 

Iceland 





Spain 

Netherlands 

New Zealand 

Northern Ireland 

Norway 

Sweden 

Switzerland 

United States 




Industrial 

Argentina 

Estonia 

Belarus 

Bosnia- 

Korea, 

(33) 

Brazil 

Latvia 

Bulgaria 

Herzegovina 

South 


Chile 


Georgia 

Turkey 

Taiwan 


Colombia 


Greece 




Croatia 


Macedonia 




Czech Rep. 


Montenegro 




Hungary 


Romania 




Lithuania 


Russia 




Malta 


Serbia 




Mexico 

Philippines 

Poland 

Portugal 

Slovakia 

Slovenia 

Uruguay 

Venezuela 


Ukraine 



Agrarian 

Dominican Rep. 

South Africa 

Armenia 

Albania 

China 

(23) 

El Salvador 

Tanzania 

Moldova 

Algeria 

India 


Peru 

Uganda 


Azerbaijan 

Viet Nam 



Zimbabwe 


Bangladesh 

Egypt 

Indonesia 

Iran 
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Christian 


Non-Christian 


Catholic 

Protestant 

Orthodox 

Mnslim 

Eastern 

Total nation 

67 

28 

12 

Jordan 

Morocco 

Nigeria 

Pakistan 

50 

13 

states 

Total societies 

28 

20 

12 

13 

6 

in the WVS 







note: This study subdivides independent nation states with distinctive historical reli¬ 
gious traditions into distinct societies, including the UK (Northern Ireland and Great 
Britain), Germany (East and West), and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and 
Montenegro). 

Sources: States classified by the historically predominant (plurality) religion, derived from 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year 2001. Alberto Alesina et al. 2003. “Frac- 
tionalization.” Journal of Economic Growth. 82: 219-258. The dataset is available online 
at: www.stanford.edu/~wacziarg/papersum.html. For the classification of societies, see 
Appendix A. 


predominates in Central Europe, Eastern Europe, and parts of the Balkans, 
in a dozen states containing about one quarter of a million inhabitants, 
although many people living in these countries identify themselves as athe¬ 
ists. Another ten states in South East Asia, covering thirty million people, 
have cultures emphasizing a range of Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian, Shinto, 
and related Eastern belief systems. Lastly, some nations are more difficult 
to classify into any major religious grouping: Israel is the only Jewish state. 
A variety of indigenous folk religions and beliefs continue to predominate 
in certain countries in Africa and Asia-Pacific, such as Cameroon, Angola, 
Benin, and Ghana. 

Based on this distribution, Table 2.2 classifies societies contained in 
the World Values Survey into five major religious cultures based on the 
historically predominant religion identified in each society. In homoge¬ 
neous countries the categorization proved straightforward, although this 
judgment was more problematic in fragmented societies where only the 
largest plurality of the population adhered to one particular religion. The 
pooled WVS survey from 1981 to 2000 covers a wide range of twenty-eight 
predominately Roman Catholic societies and twenty Protestant societies, 
including those at widely differing levels of socioeconomic development 
and levels of democratization. The surveys also cover twelve Orthodox 
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religious cultures and thirteen Muslim societies, as well as six societies con¬ 
taining diverse Asian religions that are more difficult to categorize into 
a single coherent religious culture. At the individual level, people’s de¬ 
nominational affiliations are monitored in the World Values Survey where 
people were asked, “Do you belong to a religious denomination?” If yes, 
people were asked to identify which one based on eight major categories: 
Roman Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Muslim, Buddhist, Jewish, Hindu, 
or “other” religions. 


Type of Societies 

In the global comparison, 191 nation states were also classified according to 
levels of societal modernization. The Human Development Index produced 
annually by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) provides 
the standard 100-point scale of societal modernization, combining levels of 
knowledge (adult literacy and education), health (life expectancy at birth), 
and standard of living (real per capita gross domestic product). This mea¬ 
sure is widely used in the development literature and it has the advantage 
of providing a broader and more reliable indicator of societal well-being 
than monetary estimates based on levels of affluence or financial wealth. 19 
Using the 1998 Human Development Index, “postindustrial societies” were 
defined as the twenty most affluent states around the world, ranking with 
a HDI score over .900 and mean per capita GDP of $29,585. The clas¬ 
sic definition of postindustrial societies emphasizes the shift in production 
from fields and factories toward the white-collar knowledge-based profes¬ 
sions and management. Almost two-thirds of gross national product in the 
postindustrial societies derives from the service sector. “Industrial societies” 
are classified as the fifty-eight nations with a moderate HDI (ranging from 
.740 to .899) and a moderate per capita GDP of $6,314. These are character¬ 
ized by an economy based on manufacturing industry, with moderate levels 
of income, education, and life expectancy. Lastly, “agrarian societies,” based 
on agricultural production and the extraction of natural materials, includes 
ninety-seven nations worldwide with lower levels of development (HDI of 
.739 or below) and mean per capita GDP of $1,098 or less. 20 

home contrasts in the most common indicators of social well-being can 
be compared to examine the relationship between patterns of human devel¬ 
opment and the predominant religious cultures worldwide. Table 2.3 sum¬ 
marizes the total distribution of populations and how patterns of population 
growth vary systematically across the different types of religious cultures, 


Table 2.3. Social and Economic Indicators of the Major World Religions 
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Bank, Developmental Indicators, 2002. Religious pluralism index: 100-point scale estimating the degree of religious pluralism or fractionalization. 
Alesina et al. 2003. 
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along with levels of per capita income, human development, religious plu¬ 
ralism, rural populations, average life expectancy, and the GINI coefficient 
of income equality. The Human Development Index provides the broadest 
summary scale of modernization, showing the highest levels of develop¬ 
ment in predominantly Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox religious cul¬ 
tures, while other religions all have lower levels of human development, 
explored in detail in the next chapter. Even stronger contrasts are found 
among levels of per capita income, which ranges from $14,701 on average 
in affluent Protestant societies down to $3,518 in poorer Muslim societies. 
Bimilar disparities reflecting these levels of income can be found among the 
other societal indicators (discussed in Chapter 3), including in patterns of 
population growth, urbanization, and income inequality. The fifty Muslim 
societies are highly diverse, with over one billion people stretching around 
the globe from Indonesia and Malaysia to Nigeria and Afghanistan. Beliefs 
also range from the conservatism of the strict application of Bha’ria law to 
the secular state of Turkey. Despite this diversity, nations with a predomi¬ 
nant Muslim culture share certain important characteristics: compared with 
other religious cultures, these societies are not only the poorest worldwide, 
they also have the highest levels of economic disparities between rich and 
poor, the second lowest life expectancy, the fastest population growth, and 
the greatest religious homogeneity, as discussed further in Chapter 5. 


Type of States 

Recent years have seen increasingly sophisticated attempts to develop ef¬ 
fective measures of a society’s level of good governance in general, and 
of democracy in particular. These indicators range from minimalist def¬ 
initions, such as the dichotomous classification into democracies and au¬ 
tocracies used by Przeworski and colleagues, through multidimensional 
scales used by the World Bank to rank levels of corruption, stability, and 
rule of law, to immensely rich and detailed qualitative “democratic audits” 
conducted in just a few countries. 21 Alternative summary indices empha¬ 
size different components, and all measures suffer from certain conceptual 
or methodological limitations in their reliability, consistency, and validity. 
Nevertheless a comparison of nine major indices of democracy by Munck 
and Verkuilen concluded that, despite these methodological differences, in 
practice simple correlation tests showed that there was considerable similar¬ 
ity in how nations ranked across different measures: “For all the differences 
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in conceptualization, measurement and aggregation, they seem to show that 
the reviewed indices are tapping into the same underlying realities.” 22 Sys¬ 
tematic biases may be generated from reliance by all the indices on similar 
sources of evidence or from common data limitations, but the correlation of 
outcomes suggests that the adoption of one or another measure is unlikely 
to generate widely varying classifications of countries. 

The Gastil Index, used by Freedom House, has become widely accepted 
as one of the standard measures providing a multidimensional classification 
of political rights and civil liberties. This measure is adopted here from the 
range of alternatives, as in previous work by the authors, because it provides 
comprehensive coverage worldwide, including all nation states and inde¬ 
pendent territories around the globe. 23 The index also facilitates time-series 
analysis of trends in democratization, since an annual measurement for each 
country has been produced every year since the early 1970s. The 7-point 
Gastil Index is reversed in the presentations for ease of interpretation, so 
that a higher score on the index signifies that a country has greater political 
rights and civil liberties. We are also interested in historical patterns, and 
in particular how long democracy has endured in each society. To obtain a 
measure of length of democratic stability, the mean annual Freedom House 
ratings are calculated from 1972 to 2000. 24 

On this basis, older democracies are defined as the thirty-nine states around 
the world with at least twenty years’ continuous experience of democracy 
from 1980 to 2000 and a Freedom House rating of 5.5 to 7.0 in the most 
recent estimate. Newer democracies are classified as the forty-three states with 
less than twentyyears’ experience with democracy and the most recent Free¬ 
dom House rating of 5.5 to 7.0. Another forty-seven states were classified 
as semi-democracies (Freedom House describes them as “partly-free”; others 
use the terms “transitional” or “consolidating” democracies); these states 
have been democratic for less than twentyyears and have current Freedom 
House ratings of 3.5 to 5.5. Non-deviocracies are the remaining sixty-two 
states, with a Freedom House score in 1999-2000 from 1.0 to 3.0; they in¬ 
clude military-backed dictatorships, authoritarian states, elitist oligarchies, 
and absolute monarchies. Appendix A lists the classifications of nations used 
throughout the book, based on these measures. Clearly there is consider¬ 
able overlap between human and democratic development at the top of 
the scale; many older democracies are also affluent postindustrial societies. 
But the pattern of states among industrial and agrarian societies shows a 
far more complex pattern, with newer democracies, semi-democracies, and 
non-democracies located at different levels of socioeconomic development. 
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Religious Freedom Index 

To be able to compare the degree of religious freedom in each nation, we 
created a new scale based on information for each country contained in the 
U.S. State Department report on International Religious Freedom, 2002, a 
comprehensive comparison of state regulation and restrictions of all world 
faiths. 25 Our scale sought to replicate the methodology and expand upon the 
country coverage offered by the 1992 Chaves and Cann scale that has been 
used in previous studies to measure state regulation. 26 The new Religious 
Freedom Index that we developed focuses upon the relationship of the state 
and church, including issues such as whether the constitution limits freedom 
of religion, whether the government restricts some denominations, cults, 
or sects, and whether there is an established church. The new index was 
classified according to the twenty criteria listed in Appendix C, with each 
item coded 0/1. The 20-point scale was then reversed so that a higher score 
on the 20-point scale represents greater religious freedom. 

To confirm the reliability and consistency of the new scale against alter¬ 
native measures, the new Religious Freedom Index was tested and found 
to be moderately or very strongly correlated with the level of democracy 
in each nation, as measured by the Gastil Index of political rights and civil 
liberties produced by Freedom House, as well as with the Freedom House 
Index of religious freedom, the 1992 Chaves and Cann scale of state regula¬ 
tion of religion (discussed in Chapter 3), and the Alesina index of religious 
pluralism/ fractionalization. 27 

Given this comparative framework and typologies, the key questions to 
be explored in subsequent chapters concern how far the strength of religious 
beliefs, values, and practices vary in a predictable way by level of societal 
modernization and by the predominant religious culture, as theorized, and, 
in turn, how far patterns of secularization have important consequences for 
society and for politics. It is to these issues that we now turn. 


3 


Comparing Secularization Worldwide 


the theory developed in this book argues that the erosion of religious 
values, beliefs, and practices is shaped by long-term changes in existen¬ 
tial security, a process linked with human development and socioeconomic 
equality, and with each society’s cultural legacy and religious traditions. 1 
To clarify the core propositions, outlined earlier in Figure i.i, we hypoth¬ 
esize that the process of societal modernization involves two key stages: 
(i) the transition from agrarian to industrial society, and (2) the devel¬ 
opment from industrial to postindustrial society. We argue that economic, 
cultural, and political changes go together in coherent ways, so that growing 
levels of existential security bring broadly similar trajectories. Nevertheless, 
situation-specific factors make it impossible to specify exactly what will hap¬ 
pen in any given society: certain developments become increasingly likely to 
occur, but the changes are probabilistic, not deterministic. The moderniza¬ 
tion process reduces the threats to survival that are common in developing 
societies, especially among the poorest strata; and this enhanced sense of se¬ 
curity lessens the need for the reassurance religion provides. The most cru¬ 
cial precondition for security, we believe, is human development even more 
than purely economic development: it involves how far all sectors of society 
have equal access to schooling and literacy, basic healthcare, adequate nutri¬ 
tion, a clean water supply, and a minimal safety net for the needy. Some de¬ 
veloping countries have substantial national incomes derived from mineral 
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and oil reserves, but many inhabitants remain illiterate, malnourished, or 
impoverished, due to social inequality, greedy elites, and governmental cor¬ 
ruption. Private affluence can coexist with public squalor, and wealth alone 
is insufficient to guarantee widespread security. 

Our theory is not deterministic or teleological. Even in affluent stable 
democracies, people can feel suddenly vulnerable from natural or manmade 
disasters, severe economic downturns, or personal tragedies. Within rich 
nations, certain sectors remain most at risk, typically the elderly, as well 
as poorer groups and ethnic minorities. Moreover, we agree with religious 
market theorists that contingent factors can also affect patterns of religios¬ 
ity in particular contexts; the charismatic appeal of specific spiritual leaders 
can convert or mobilize their congregation, while conversely states can re¬ 
press or persecute religious expression, as in China. In the long term and 
in global perspective, however, our theory predicts that the importance of 
religion in people’s lives will gradually diminish with the process of hu¬ 
man development. Moreover, it does so most dramatically during the first 
stage of human development, as nations emerge from low-income agrar¬ 
ian economies into moderate-income industrial societies with basic welfare 
safety nets safeguarding against the worst life-threatening risks; and, for 
reasons discussed in Chapter i, this process does not reverse itself, but 
becomes less pronounced during the second stage, with the rise of postin¬ 
dustrial societies. 

Secularization is also shaped by the spiritual and theological beliefs em¬ 
phasized by each society’s predominant religious culture. Denominations 
and sects adhere to specific ideas, teachings, and texts, for example dis¬ 
tinguishing Unitarian and Mormon Christians, Shi’a and Sunni Muslims, 
and Theravada and Mahayana Buddhists. These creeds are expected to 
operate at both specific and diffuse levels. Members who belong to, and 
identify with, particular faiths and denominations will hold the core be¬ 
liefs most strongly. But we also anticipate that, at diffuse levels, everyone 
living within a community will also be influenced by the predominant reli¬ 
gious traditions within each society, through the shared public mechanisms 
of cultural socialization, including schools, universities, and the mass me¬ 
dia, even if they never set foot in a church or participate in any particular 
religious service. We expect the central ideas embodied in the teachings 
in world religions will have their greatest impact upon those belonging 
to these faiths, although a fainter imprint from these ideas will be de¬ 
tectable among everyone living within each society. For this reason, for 
example, Muslim minority populations in Tanzania, Macedonia, and India 
are expected to hold different moral values, political ideas, and religious 
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beliefs from Muslims living in Iran, Egypt, and Indonesia, all predominant 
Islamic states. 


Evidence of Religious Behavior 

Previous studies of long-term trends in religious participation have com¬ 
monly monitored the historical records of Catholic and Protestant churches 
in Western Europe, such as diocesan reports, membership records, and 
church rolls of baptisms and marriages, as well as official statistics derived 
from government censuses and general household surveys. During the post¬ 
war era, these sources have been supplemented by data derived from opinion 
polls and representative social surveys. Here patterns of religious participa¬ 
tion are examined through survey data by looking at (i) cross-national compar¬ 
isons across many societies found today at different levels of development, 
as well as by considering (ii) longitudinal trends in participation and beliefs 
in a smaller subset of (mainly postindustrial) countries where time-series 
survey data is available, and lastly (iii) by using generational comparisons to 
detect evidence of intergenerational value change. Secularization is a long¬ 
term process extending over many decades, and we do not have the massive 
time-series database that would be needed to demonstrate it conclusively; 
but if the findings from these multiple approaches all point in the 
same direction, it increases our confidence in the conclusions to be drawn. 

Standard survey measures used to monitor religious behavior include the 
frequency of attendance at services of worship, engagement in prayer or 
meditation, membership of churches, groups, and religious organizations, 
and religious self-identities. The primary indicator of religious participa¬ 
tion analyzed in this chapter is measured by the standard question that is 
widely used in the literature: “Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, 
how oftefi do you attend religious services?” Responses in the World Values Sur¬ 
vey ranged on a 7-point scale from “never” (scored 1) to “more than once a 
week” (scored 7). Based on this item, “regular” religious participation is un¬ 
derstood to denote at least weekly attendance (i.e., combining either “once 
a week” or “more than once a week”). This item has been carried on all four 
waves of the WVS, allowing comparisons over time in the subset of coun¬ 
tries included since 1981, as well as facilitating cross-national comparisons 
in the most recent 1995-2001 waves. This item has also been used in many 
other cross-national surveys, such as the Gallup International Millennium 
Survey in fall 1999, facilitating an independent check on the reliability of 
the WVS estimates. 2 
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Yet one important limitation of this measure should be noted: Asian 
faiths such as Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shinto differ from Christian¬ 
ity in the notion of congregations, and how often people are expected to 
attend religious services at churches, mosques, temples, synagogues, and 
shrines, outside of special festivals and ceremonies. 3 Other forms of individ¬ 
ual participation are often regarded as equally or even more important than 
collective service, such as private contemplation, meditation, and prayer, 
as well as other rituals, such as alms-giving, ancestor worship, or living a 
spiritual life. Asian religions are characterized by their private practices: 
membership has little or no meaning, people visit temples or monasteries 
as individuals or families rather than as collective congregations, and people 
may patronize more than one temple. 4 In Japan, for example, participation 
in religious rites at a shrine or temple is more a matter of custom, to com¬ 
memorate the feast of the dead in August or to make annual visits at the 
New Year, rather than being indicative of religious commitment. 5 Indige¬ 
nous and folk-religions in Africa are also characterized by varied rituals, 
informal practices, and diverse beliefs, often rooted in the subcultures of 
local communities, rather than embodied in formal church organizations. 
New Age spiritual movements that have developed in recent decades also 
employ highly diverse practices, such as channeling, meditation therapy, or 
crystals, which are often individualistic rather than collective. Comparing 
the frequency of attendance at congregations therefore, while common in 
the Western literature, may generate a systematic bias when gauging levels 
of engagement across different world religions. 

To investigate whether serious bias arises from this measure, religious 
participation (monitored by the frequency of attending religious service) 
was compared against a second measure of religious behavior, using a 
7-point scale monitoring how often people prayed or meditated outside 
of religious services. The correlation indicates that both items were sig¬ 
nificantly associated (at micro- and macro-levels) in every type of faith, al¬ 
though the association was strongest, as expected, among Roman Catholics 
and Protestants. 6 Some Muslim societies, such as Jordan and Egypt, proved 
more likely to follow the injunction to regular prayers than to engage often 
in regular services of worship. Religious participation was also significantly 
associated with religious values (the importance of religion) for different 
faiths, as well as with having a religious self-identity. 7 This suggests the im¬ 
portant proviso that comparison of the frequency of attendance at services 
of worship may underestimate levels of engagement among world faiths 
that do not emphasize this practice, outside of ceremonies, rites of passage, 
and special occasions. The measure of regular attendance at services of 
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Table 3.1. Religiosity by Type of Society 



Agrarian 

Industrial 

Postindustrial 

Eta Sig. 

RELIGIOUS PARTICIPATION 

Attend church at least weekly 

44 

25 

20 

.171 ** 

Pray “every day” 

52 

34 

26 

.255 *** 

RELIGIOUS VALUES 

Religion “very important” 

64 

34 

20 

.386 *** 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

Believe in life after death 

55 

44 

49 

.229 * 

Believe that people have a soul 

68 

43 

32 

.169 *** 

Believe in heaven 

63 

45 

44 

.094 * 

Believe in hell 

59 

36 

26 

.228 *** 

Believe in God 

78 

72 

69 

.016 N/s 


notes: Significance (Sig.): ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = not significant. 
The significance of the difference between group means is measured by ANOVA (Eta). 
Religious participation: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how 
often do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, once a week, 
once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never or practically 
never." The percentage attending religious services “more than once a week” or “once 
a week." Frequency of prayer: Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside of religious 
services? Would you say.. .Every day (7), more than once a week (6), once a week (5), 
at least once a month (4), several times a year (3), less often (2), never (1).” The 
percentage “every day." Religious values: Q10: “How important is religion in your life? Very 
important, rather important, not very important, not at all important?" The percentage 
“very important." Religious beliefs: “Which, if any, of the following do you believe in? 
Yes/No." The percentage “yes." 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 

worship is used here for comparability with many previous studies, but we 
also compare this indicator with the frequency of prayer, as an important 
alternative measure of religious behavior common in many world religions. 


Cross-National Patterns of Religious Behavior 

The comparison of religious behavior is summarized in Table 3.1 and 
Figure 3.1, based on the pooled WVS in 1981-2001 in the seventy-four 
societies where data was available. Important and striking contrasts are ev¬ 
ident by the basic type of society, in a consistent and significant pattern, 
with affluent postindustrial nations proving by far the most secular in their 
behavior and values as well as, to a lesser extent, in their beliefs. Overall 
almost half (44%) of the public in the agrarian societies attended a reli¬ 
gious service at least weekly, compared with one-quarter of those living 
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Attend religious service at Pray daily (%) 
least weekly (%) 


Religion “very important” 
(%) 


■ Agrarian □ Industrial S Postindustrial 

Figure 3.1. Religiosity by Type of Society. Notes: Religious participation: “Apart 
from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend reli¬ 
gious services these days? More than once a week, once a week, once a month, 
only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never, or practically never. ” 
The percentage attending religious services “more than once a week” or “once 
a week.” Frequency of prayer: Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside 
of religious services? Would you say.. .Every day (7), more than once a week 
(6), once a week (5), at least once a month (4), several times a year (3), less often 
(2), never (1). ” Percentage “every day.” Religious values: Q10: “How important 
is religion in your life? Very important, rather important, not very important, not 
at all important?” Percentage “Very important.” Source: World Values Survey, 
pooled 1981-2001. 


in industrial societies, and only one-fifth in postindustrial societies. Nor 
was this simply the product of the measure used since the propensity to 
engage in daily prayer showed similar disparities: over half of the popula¬ 
tion in agrarian societies prayed regularly, compared with only a third of 
those living in industrial nations, and only one-quarter of those in postin¬ 
dustrial states. Both measures, therefore, showed that religious participation 
was twice as strong in poorer than in richer societies. The contrasts were even 
more marked when it came to the importance of religious values in peo¬ 
ple’s lives: two-thirds of those living in poorer societies regarded religion as 
“very important” compared with only one-third of those living in industrial 
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nations, and only one-fifth of those in postindustrial societies. It is true that 
religious beliefs are less sharply demarcated by the basic type of society, but 
even here there are similarly consistent patterns: for example, about two- 
thirds of the public in postindustrial and in industrial societies expressed 
belief in God, but the majority in these societies proved skeptical about 
other metaphysical doctrines, including belief in reincarnation, heaven and 
hell, and the existence of a soul. 8 By contrast in agrarian societies, however, 
the majority believed in these ideas. 

By any of these measures, therefore, religious participation, values, and 
beliefs remain widespread in poorer developing nations, but today they en¬ 
gage less than the majority of the publics in the most affluent postindustrial 
societies. Nor is this simply the product of questions, survey design, or 
fieldwork practices in the World Values Survey; a forty-four-nation sur¬ 
vey conducted in 2002 for the Pew Global Attitudes Project confirms stark 
global contrasts in the personal importance of religion, with all wealthier 
nations except the United States placing less importance on religion than 
in poorer developing countries. 9 Similar differences in religiosity among 
rich and poor societies were also confirmed in the Gallup International 
Millennium Survey on religion conducted in sixty countries. 10 

Yet there are some important exceptions to these patterns, where specific 
countries are either more or less religious than would be expected from 
human development alone. To analyze these cross-national variations in 
more depth, Figure 3.2 presents the distribution of societies in the core 
indicators of religious behavior. The scatter gram shows that the religious 
societies (in the top-right quadrant) include some of the poorest societies 
in the world, notably Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe, where 
about three-quarters of the population or more attend religious services at 
least weekly, as well as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Bangladesh. But the 
most religious societies were not confined to Africa and Asia, as the top 
rankings also include El Salvador, Poland, and Mexico, all with moderate 
levels of socioeconomic development. Moreover, although many of the 
most religious nations are poor, this phenomenon is not simply a matter 
of economic development as there are some striking exceptions in this 
category, notably Ireland and the United States, as discussed further in 
the next chapter. 11 The most religious category includes predominately 
Catholic, Muslim, and Protestant societies, as well as some plural cultures 
divided among multiple faiths. 

The moderately religious category in the middle of the scatter gram in¬ 
cludes many West European nations, although there is no clearly observable 
pattern allowing us to explain the distribution in terms of a single factor, 
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Low -- How often pray? -- High 


Religious culture 

* Eastern 

■ Muslim 

▼ Orthodox 

* Protestant 

■ Roman Catholic 

Rsq = 0.7904 


Figure 3.2. Religious Behavior in Seventy-six Societies. Notes: Religious 
participation: Q185: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about 
how often do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week 
(7), once a week (6), once a month (5), only on special holy days (4), once a year 
(3), less often (2), never or practically never (1).” Mean frequency of participa¬ 
tion per society. How often pray? Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside 
of religious services? Would you say.. .Every day (7), more than once a week 
(6), once a week (5), at least once a month (4), several times a year (3), less often 
(2), never (If.” Mean frequency per society. Source: World Values Survey, 
pooled 1981-2001. 


such as the particular type of society, religious culture, or even world re¬ 
gion. Lastly, the most secular states in the bottom left-hand corner include 
many affluent postindustrial societies such as Denmark, Iceland, Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden, all sharing a cultural heritage as Protestant Nordic 
nations with established churches from the Lutheran side of the Reforma¬ 
tion, characterized by persistently low, and eroding, levels of church atten¬ 
dance during the last sixty years. 12 Japan is also in this category, as well as 
many of the post-Communist nations, whatever their predominant faith, 
including (Orthodox) Russia, (Muslim) Azerbaijan, (Catholic) Czech Re¬ 
public, and (Protestant) Estonia. The Communist state actively repressed 
religion, including closing Orthodox churches, limiting legal parish activ¬ 
ities, persecuting the faithful, and using intensive atheist indoctrination, 
and this legacy continues to leave a contemporary imprint in Central and 
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Eastern Europe. 13 Chapter 6 goes on to explore whether a religious revival 
occurred in these regions during the 1990s, following the fall of the Soviet 
Union, as many suspect, in particular whether the younger generation that 
grew up under conditions of greater freedom are more religious than their 
parents and grandparents. 

What is the role of societal modernization and human development in 
this process? To look at this issue more systematically, the two indicators 
of religious behavior were correlated with a range of standard indicators 
associated with the process of societal development and human security, 
without any prior controls. The measures selected for comparison include 
the UNDP Human Development Index, combining income, literacy and 
education, and longevity into a single ioo-point scale. This measure has 
been widely used to compare rich and poor nations around the globe, pro¬ 
viding a broader indicator of human security and the distribution of basic 
public goods than economic growth alone. We also compare the separate 
effect of alternative indicators of economic development (logged per capita 
GDP in $US standardized in purchasing power parity), the proportion of 
the population living in urban and rural areas, and the GINI coefficient 
(used to summarize the distribution of income inequality in any society). 
Education and communication are compared by measures of the level of 
adult literacy for women and men, gross educational enrollment, and also 
access to mass communications, including the distribution of television, ra¬ 
dios, telephones, and newspapers. The provision of healthcare is measured 
using multiple social indicators standardized for population size, including 
the number of HIV/AIDS cases, infant and child mortality rates, access 
to an improved water source, immunization rates, and the distribution of 
physicians. Lastly, demographic data includes the annual percentage pop¬ 
ulation growth, the average life expectancy at birth, and the distribution of 
the population among the young and elderly. 

The simple correlations in Table 3.2, without any prior controls, 
confirm that all the indicators concerning human development, education, 
healthcare, and population demographics are powerfully and significantly 
related to both forms of religious behavior, with correlation coefficients (R) 
ranging from about .40 to .74, depending upon the particular measure used. 
The extent to which sacred or secular orientations are present in a society 
can be predicted by any of these basic indicators of human development 
with a remarkable degree of accuracy, even if we know nothing further about 
the country. To explain and predict the strength and popularity of religion 
in any country we do not need to understand specific factors such as the 
activities and role of Pentecostal evangelists in Guatemala and Presbyterian 
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Table 3.2. Human Security and Religious Behavior 


Indicators 

Religious 

Participation 

Frequency of 
Prayer 

Nations 

SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

RSig. 

RSig. 

N. 

Human Development Index, 2001 
(UNDP 2003) 

-.530*** 

-.530*** 

73 

GINI coefficient for income inequality, 
latest year (WDI 2002) 

.426** 

.530** 

59 

Logged per capita GDP (in $US PPP), 
2000 (WDI 2002) 

-.469*** 

-.512*** 

67 

% Urban population, as % of total, 

2000 (WDI 2002) 

-.451** 

-.490** 

65 

% Rural population, as % of total, 

2000 (WDI 2002) 

EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATIONS 

.452** 

-.493** 

65 

Adult illiteracy rate, 1998 (UNDP 2000) 

.406** 

.522** 

73 

Education (Gross enrollment ratio), 

1998 

-.487*** 

-.435*** 

73 

Access to mass communications 
(% TV, radio, telephones, mobile 
telephones, newspapers, 
and the Internet) 

HEALTHCARE 

-.533*** 

-.468*** 

59 

AIDS cases (per 100,000 people), 

1997 

.403*** 

.375*** 

67 

Infant mortality rate, under 12 months 
per 1,000 live births, 2000 
(WDI 2002) 

.600*** 

562*** 

62 

Child mortality rate, under 5 years, 
per 1,000 live births, 2000 (WDI 2002) 

.604*** 

.608*** 

64 

Access to an improved water source 
(% pop) (WDI 2002) 

-.481** 

-.507* 

43 

Immunization (against measles, 

% of children under 12 months) 

(WDI 2002) 

-.583** 

-.455** 

64 

Doctors (per 100,000 people), 

1993 (UNDP 2001) 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

-.582*** 

-.708*** 

66 

Population growth (annual %) 

(WDI 2002) 

.548*** 

.742*** 

65 

Life expectancy at birth, total years, 

2000 (WDI 2002) 

-.535*** 

_ . 454 *** 

64 
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Indicators 

Religious 

Participation 

Frequency of 
Prayer 

Nations 

Population ages 0-14 (% of total) 

.607*** 

.722*** 

64 

(WDI 2002) 




Population ages 65 and above 

-.557*** 

-.743*** 

64 

(% of total) (WDI 2002) 





notes: The figures show the simple correlation (without any controls) and significance 
(Sig.): ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. Religious participation: "Apart from weddings, 
funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days ? 
More than once a week (7), once a week (6), once a month (5), only on special holy days 
(4), once ayear (3), less often (2), never or practically never (1)." Scaled 1-7. Frequency 
of prayer: Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside of religious services? Would you 
say... Every day (7), more than once a week (6), once a week (5), at least once a month 
(4), several times a year (3), less often (2), never (1).” Scaled 1-7. 

Sources: Indicators of human security: United National Development Program, 2003, 
World Development Report, New York: UNDP/Oxford University Press; WDI: World Bank, 
World Development Indicators 2002. 


missionaries in South Korea, the specific belief-systems in Buddhism, the 
impact of madrassa teaching Wahhabism in Pakistan, the fund-raising ca¬ 
pacity and organizational strength of the Christian Right in the U.S. South, 
the philanthropic efforts of Catholic missionaries in West Africa, tensions 
over the imposition of Sha’ria law in Nigeria, the crackdown on freedom 
of worship in China, or divisions over the endorsement of women and ho¬ 
mosexual clergy within the Anglican church. What we do need to know, 
however, are the basic characteristics of a vulnerable society that generate 
the demand for religion, including factors far removed from the spiritual, 
exemplified by levels of medical immunization, cases of AIDS/HIV, and 
access to an improved water source. 

Now, establishing correlations at the macro-level provides only limited 
insights into the factors causing these relationships and we should always 
bear in mind the possibility of reverse causation; it could always be argued 
that religious participation and the frequency of prayer (both indicators of 
spiritual values) somehow systematically cause countries to develop more 
slowly. But this hypothesis does not seem very plausible theoretically; there 
are classic Weberian theories suggesting that Protestant values should mat¬ 
ter for the process of industrialization, as examined further in Chapter 7. 
Yet no generally accepted theory claims that all forms of religion deter eco¬ 
nomic development. 14 Nor could such an explanation account satisfactorily 
for why religiosity should lead to the diverse range of social indicators used, 
which are not purely economic, all generating similarly strong correlations, 
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whether we compare rates of medical immunizations, child mortality, or lit¬ 
eracy. It could also be argued by critics that a spurious relationship could 
be at work, with a mis-specified model, so that we may have exaggerated 
the role of human security in this process. For example, religious beliefs 
could be undermined primarily by the effect of rising education and grow¬ 
ing cognitive awareness on human rationality, as Weberian theory suggests. 
Since countries with widespread access to schooling, universities, and lit¬ 
eracy also usually have higher levels of affluence, healthcare, and lower 
population growth, it is admittedly difficult, if not impossible, to disentan¬ 
gle these effects to isolate the individual impact of existential security per 
se that we suspect underlies all these factors. But there is no direct corre¬ 
lation at the individual level between faith in science and religiosity. It is 
true that we do not have a direct specific measure of existential security, in 
part because the manifestation of this phenomenon differs in the specific 
risks and threats common in different societies; in South Africa, for exam¬ 
ple, vulnerability of the population to HIV/AIDS has created a national 
pandemic, while citizens in Colombia face substantial threats from drugs 
and drug-cartel-related crime. In Bangladesh, many peasant farmers face 
problems of disastrous floods wiping out their homes and farms, while in 
Eritrea, Rwanda, and Liberia, which were pulled apart by bloody civil wars, 
the public faced grave risks of becoming a victim of deep-seated ethnic 
conflict. At the same time, although the type of risks differ, what poorer 
developing countries share in common are precarious lives vulnerable to 
insecurity, lacking the basics of healthcare and food, literacy, and a clean 
water supply, and we believe that these typify the conditions of uncertainty 
and unpredictability which lead many people to emphasize religion. 

Given the much shorter life spans generally found in poorer and less se¬ 
cure societies, one might expect that demographic trends would lead toward 
steadily rising levels of secularization around the world. But as we discuss 
further in the conclusion, the reality is more complex - and culminates 
in exactly the opposite result. Although poorer societies such as Nigeria, 
Bangladesh, and Uganda have infant mortality rates of eighty deaths per one 
thousand live births, compared with rates of four deaths per one thousand 
live births in Sweden, the former countries also have incomparably higher 
levels of population growth. These factors are linked, we argue, because 
social vulnerability and lack of human development drive both religiosity 
and population growth. This means that the total number of religious peo¬ 
ple continues to expand around the globe, even while secularization is also 
taking place in the more affluent nations. 

Multivariate analysis at the macro-level provides some additional in¬ 
sight. The theory we have outlined holds that conditions of human security 
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and experience of greater economic equality influence rates of religious 
participation indirectly, by reducing the importance of religious values in 
people’s everyday lives. A society’s predominant type of religious culture 
may also shape participation through religious beliefs. Table 3.3 tests em¬ 
pirical evidence of the main propositions in this theory using a series of 
OLS regression analysis models. Model A first enters two indicators of soci¬ 
etal security, namely the UNDP Human Development index and also the 
GINI coefficient summarizing the economic inequality in each nation. The 
dependent variable here is the aggregate-level strength of participation in 
services of worship for the fifty-six societies for which complete data is avail¬ 
able. Since many aspects of human security are closely interrelated (with 
greater affluence and the industrialization of the workforce often leading 
to improvements in healthcare and education), the other social indicators 
we have already examined are dropped from the regression models to avoid 
problems of multicollinearity and to produce a reasonably parsimonious 
model. Model B then adds measures of religious values (the importance of 
religion, using a 4-point scale). Models C and D repeat this process with 
frequency of prayer as the dependent variable, to see whether the main 
relationships remain robust and consistent. 

The first results in Model A show that by itself, without any controls, the 
level of human development and economic inequality alone explained 46% 
of the variance in participation in services of worship. But our analytical 
model, outlined in Figure 1.1, hypothesizes that growing human security 
influences participation indirectly, by reducing the importance of religious 
values in each society. Model B therefore adds the measures of religious 
values, which proved strongly and significantly related to religious partici¬ 
pation, and at this stage the index of human development and the GINI co¬ 
efficient become insignificant in the model. Most importantly, this confirms 
that human security operates as expected by reducing the importance of re¬ 
ligious values, and thereby indirectly influencing religious behavior. More¬ 
over, the simple model proves highly successful: overall Model B explains 
over two-thirds (66%) of the variance in participation in services of worship 
in these societies, an impressive amount given the measurement error inher¬ 
ent in cross-national survey research and the data limitations in the analysis. 
Models C and D repeat this process with frequency of prayer as the key 
dependent variable and the results are very similar, confirming the findings 
are robust independent of the specific measure selected for comparison. 

Yet we acknowledge that it is always difficult to establish causality conclu¬ 
sively, and in the present case, the massive time-series database that would 
be required to do so is not available. We will simply say that the regression 
analysis results are fully consistent with our argument that human security, 


Table 3.3. Explaining Religious Behavior 


CU 

a 


& 

a 

a 

a 

a 


a 

.a 
Q § 

"a + 

’a 

§ ’E 
^ a 

a 

co 


•£ 

a 


a 

•2 

a 

.Qh 


§ 

CO 

a 

•2 

.Sp 

’a 


*C 

a 

a 

co 


a 

a 

p 


a 

CO 


a 

aj 

I 


a 

a 

a 

a 

+ 

& 

•a 

a 


cq 


CQ 


CO CO 

z z 


CO CO 

z z 



, . 





G 





a 

6 


Id 

G 



Gh 


cr 



o 


a 

C 


H 

"a 




2 

o 

> 

a 

T3 


a 

£ 


o 

G 


o 

,_ N 

W 

C/2 

rd 

£ 


G 

O 

CJ 

a 


G 


a 

o 

< 

-G 


M-, 

a 

H 

W 

u 

'o 

"a 

> 

(HDI) 

o 

CO 

'a 

> 

Z 

3 

o 

a 


a 


C/2 

i-4 


J 



LO 

co ^ 

*—i m C\ 


ts. 

C?\ ON CO 
H N 'O 


ro 3 

CO 


Z 

O 

1 

z 

w 

2 

o 

C/2 

D 

O 


B4 

w ^ - as 
m a c a 


O .o 


.5? g . a 

a o *a 

c* cj ^ 


U d £ 

cut: 
re 'a - 
T 3 C Q 

G a fi, 


>;.s2 e 

a -G - 

S H 


n II cj '> 

C-! •—' t-H n. 


s£ 


±3 >. 

£ -S 

a .2 
.50 


i a -a 
| aj ^ 

a ^ 

Qj i— 


a 

a 


2 Q 


T3 

- G 


G r i oj 

^ u xi 5 

G « a ^ 
rd a O) , • 
a x3 N 

6 o B ° 


T3 


T3 

G 


a 
a 
a 

o 

_ I 

rd ^ 
& | 
ZF 


QJ QJ 

V, G 


p. P* - ' 
OJ 15 
^ C 


T3 

G 


*a 

a 


.2 

> 

OJ 

T3 

Pp 


2 
o 

-a w 

3 § 

o „ 

'a 2 

|p £ 
G y 

a ^ 
£> >> 
•52 o 

1 5 

° a 
a a 
a a 

« & 
43 a 

2 ° 
a >> 
a p 
<g o 


% 

a 

a -a 


•a a 
cxo a 

as a 


a a 


*a ^ 
o 


4a a 

a o 
a „ 
ca 

• • ad 
G a 


4 a a 
o ^ 

I ^ 

".. c 


° q a ■> 111 

j §• §, a 


a 


e 

a 

S 

S: 


> m u 

qj u qu 
c « G 

F ^ G 
G ,2P 
£ 'o ^ 

O Oh QJ 


co QJ cd 


rd 

G . 
cr 


G a 3 

2 3 co 


£ Q 
o 2 
^ -2 


•p a ft a 
a ^ a 
o o 2 


2 V 2 



'a 

2 

a 

a 

G 


a 

£ 

2 

rd 



Qj 

CQ 

2 

w 

a 

tZ 

l 

a 

a 

a 

Th 

1 

Id 

rd 

o 

a 

a 

-a 

T3 

a 

Id 

a 

o 


a a rd 


-G 
, T3 


G o o a , 

o 2 G *- 


C/2 ^ 


? 2 
- a 

G C2 ^ S §J 


G . 
G2 rP 


’ —l T 3 G T 3 o 


>> 2 


_Q< 

2 


h fd 
T3 
G 
cd 


—' a 1 


a 
n a 

ai 


a a 


& • 
T3 
G 


ca 
£ ■ 


.bo a 


a 1 

"a 

b 


G 2 

H 


Td 

G 


'-' C 3 cu k rH 

Z rd > co G2 rd G 


S 2 
'&■§ 
s G 


a 

o 

>> - 


fN aj 


JU 


66 


Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 
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measured here by the process of human development and the degree of so¬ 
cioeconomic equality, has an impact on the priority given to religious values 
and beliefs, as more affluent and egalitarian societies reduce vulnerability 
to daily life-threatening risks. These initial models do not take account of 
many other factors that could plausibly shape the strength and vitality of 
spiritual life in particular countries, including restriction of religious free¬ 
dom experienced in China and Viet Nam, the role of Pentecostal mission¬ 
aries in Latin America, the legacy of post-Communist states in Eastern and 
Central Europe, and the degree of religious pluralism in Protestant Scan¬ 
dinavia and Catholic Europe. Some of these factors are examined further 
in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, the fairly simple and parsimonious 
models presented so far suggest that, among the factors that we have com¬ 
pared cross-nationally, religious values play the strongest role in mobilizing 
religious participation. And the importance of these values is, in turn, in¬ 
timately related to patterns of societal modernization, human security, and 
socioeconomic equality. 

The cross-national analysis that we have presented cannot by itself prove 
causation, and it could always be argued that some other unspecified cause 
is driving human security and religiosity. So far, however, no one has come 
up with a satisfactory explanation of what this other factor might be. What 
we can do is to rule out the Weberian argument, discussed in Chapter i, 
that belief in science and technology has undermined faith in the magi¬ 
cal and metaphysical. If the adoption of a rational worldview had played 
this role, then we might expect that those societies with the most posi¬ 
tive attitudes toward science would also prove the most skeptical when it 
came to religious beliefs. Instead, as clearly shown in Figure 3.3, societies 
with greater faith in science also often have stronger religious beliefs. Far 
from a negative relationship, as we might expect from Weberian theory, 
in fact there is a positive one. The publics in many Muslim societies ap¬ 
parently see no apparent contradictions between believing that scientific 
advances hold great promise for human progress and that they have faith 
in common tenets of spiritual beliefs, such as the existence of heaven and 
hell. Indeed, the more secular postindustrial societies, exemplified by the 
Netherlands, Norway, and Denmark, prove most skeptical toward the im¬ 
pact of science and technology, and this is in accordance with the countries 
where the strongest public disquiet has been expressed about certain con¬ 
temporary scientific developments such as the use of genetically modified 
food, biotechnological cloning, and nuclear power. Interestingly, again the 
United States displays distinctive attitudes compared with similar European 
nations, showing greater faith in both God and scientific progress. Of course 
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Religious culture 
* Eastern 

■ Muslim 

▼ Orthodox 
Protestant 

■ Roman Catholic 

Rsq = 0.1316 


Will harm - Scientific advances - Will help 

Figure 3.3. Faith in Science and Religion. Note: Attitudes toward science: Q132: 
“In the long run, do you think the scientific advances we are making will help 
or harm mankind?” 1 “Will harm”; 2 “Some of each”; 3 “Will help.” Religious 
beliefs: Summary 4-point scale composed of whether respondents expressed 
belief in heaven, in hell, in life after death, and in whether people have a soul. 
Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


the Weberian account could still be valid if the rise of the rational worldview 
was interpreted as a broader shift in social norms and values occurring dur¬ 
ing earlier centuries of European history, associated with the gradual spread 
of education and literacy, and the rise of industrialization and modern tech¬ 
nology, rather than reflecting contemporary attitudes toward science. But, 
as discussed further in Chapter 7, this historical interpretation of the Webe¬ 
rian argument cannot be tested with any contemporary evidence. What the 
survey data does show is that, rather than a clear trade-off, many people can 
believe in the beneficial effects of science without apparently abandoning 
faith in God. 

At this point, let us simply emphasize the consistency of the corre¬ 
lations between human security and secularization, which prove robust 
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regardless of the particular developmental indicator selected from the wide 
range that are available. Although it does not prove causality, the results 
are consistent with our argument that religion becomes less central as 
people’s lives become less vulnerable to the constant threat of death, dis¬ 
ease, and misfortune. As the first stage of modernization progresses, and 
people escape the Hobbesian condition where fife is nasty, brutish, and 
short, they often become more secular in their concerns. To enhance our 
confidence in our proposed interpretation, we will examine further rel¬ 
evant evidence concerning macro-level time-series trends, generational 
comparisons, and micro-level comparisons of religiosity by social sectors 
within nations. 

Social Characteristics 

So far we have explored some of the primary factors driving religious en¬ 
gagement at the macro- or societal-level. To explore the data further we 
can also examine the individual-level background characteristics of religious 
participants, to determine whether religiosity proves strongest, as expected, 
among the more vulnerable strata of society. Table 3.4 shows the patterns 
of regular religious participation in agrarian, industrial, and postindustrial 
societies broken down by the standard social characteristics. In the agrarian 
societies, religiosity was strong and broadly distributed across most social 
groups by gender, age, work status, income, and marital status, although, as 
expected, participation was indeed strongest among the least educated and 
the poorest groups. Since religious participation is so pervasive in all of these 
developing societies, there may well be a “ceiling” effect limiting variance 
in the data, with most social sectors participating fairly equally. In indus¬ 
trial societies, however, as secular orientations become more widespread, 
sharper social differences emerge among the residual religious population. 
Religiosity remains stronger in industrial societies among the more vul¬ 
nerable populations who are most vulnerable to risks, including among 
women, the older population, poorer households, the less educated, and 
the unskilled working class. 15 In postindustrial societies, as well, religion is 
also more pervasive among women than men, and there is a sharp division 
by age, with the older population twice as likely to attend services regularly 
as the youngest group (under 30). Nevertheless, in these societies the pat¬ 
terns of religiosity by education and class remain mixed and inconsistent. 16 
Further exploration, discussed in the next chapter, suggests that in postin¬ 
dustrial societies with the sharpest socioeconomic disparities, including in 
the United States, religion remains strongest among the poorest classes, 
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Table 3.4. Social Characteristics of Religious Participation 



Agrarian 

Industrial 

Postindustrial 

All 

All 

49 

25 

22 

28 

Sex 

Women 

49 

26 

26 

30 

Men 

49 

22 

18 

26 

Age group 

Younger (Under 30 years old) 

49 

22 

15 

26 

Middle (30-59 years old) 

47 

23 

21 

26 

Older (60+ years old) 

47 

29 

35 

34 

Education 

Low education 

55 

34 

21 

36 

Medium education 

47 

23 

16 

28 

High education 

48 

22 

24 

28 

Employment status 

In paid work 

49 

29 

26 

27 

Income 

Lowest income deciles 

56 

30 

22 

34 

Highest income deciles 

45 

17 

22 

26 

Social Class 

Manager/professional 

52 

22 

23 

28 

Lower middle 

46 

22 

17 

22 

Skilled working 

42 

21 

17 

23 

Unskilled working 

52 

30 

19 

31 

Marital and family status 

Married 

49 

24 

23 

28 

With children 

48 

25 

23 

29 


note: Religious participation: "Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about 
how often do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, once a 
week, once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never, or practically 
never." The percentage attending religious services “more than once a week" or “once a 
week. ” 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


but these differences diminish in more egalitarian postindustrial societies 
such as Norway and Sweden. 

Two other general observations are important. First, overall the basic 
type of society has a far greater impact on religiosity than differences by so¬ 
cial sector; all groups in agrarian societies are more religious than any single 
group in postindustrial societies. In other words, the macro-level factors 
determining conditions of socio-tropic security in any country are more 
important than the micro-level predictors of ego-tropic security. We can 
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interpret this pattern as indicating that even the affluent professional classes 
living in secure, gated communities in Johannesburg, Sao Paolo, or Lagos, 
located well away from the shanty-towns and favelas, with deep pockets for 
private healthcare, private education, and private insurance, cannot insulate 
themselves and their families entirely from the risks of crime, the threat of 
violence, and the problems of political instability endemic in society. On the 
other hand, even political refugees and unemployed first-generation immi¬ 
grants from Afghanistan, Algeria, or Bangladesh now living in Stockholm, 
Paris, or Manchester, despite encountering serious poverty and discrimi¬ 
nation, usually have access to basic public healthcare, state welfare benefits, 
and schooling for their children. Human security therefore has a diffuse 
effect upon the whole of society, both rich and poor, which generates the 
conditions leading to religiosity. In addition, the evidence shows that the 
sharpest reduction in religiosity occurs following the first stage of societal 
modernization, in the shift from agrarian to industrial societies. The sec¬ 
ond stage is also associated with a modest erosion of religiosity, but this 
step is far less dramatic. The process of development is not a linear process 
steadily and continuously generating a more secular and secure society. Nor 
is greater affluence alone sufficient where economic inequalities are severe. 
Instead, it appears that societies become less responsive to the appeals of 
the metaphysical world when people’s fives are lifted out of dire poverty 
and its life-threatening risks, and fife in this world becomes more secure 
with the complex process of human development. 

Trends in Religious Participation and Beliefs 

So far we have established that agrarian societies are far more religious 
than either industrial or postindustrial societies. But cross-sectional anal¬ 
ysis cannot prove the causality underlying our interpretation. Is there any 
longitudinal evidence demonstrating the erosion of religious participation 
over relatively long periods of time, as suggested by our theory of secu¬ 
larization and existential security? The most extensive available time-series 
survey evidence is relatively limited in geographic coverage, because sur¬ 
veys about religion were not conducted in most developing nations until 
recently - but we can compare trends over recent decades from surveys in 
many postindustrial societies. 

Table 3.5 shows the annual trends in regular (weekly) religious partici¬ 
pation in thirteen European societies from 1970 to 1998, based on a com¬ 
parable 5-point scale measuring attendance at religious services from the 
Eurobarometer surveys. To monitor the significance and direction of any 
change over time, models are used where the year of the survey is regressed 


Table 3.5. Decline in Religious Participation, EU 1970-1998 

France Belgium Netherlands Germany Italy Lux. Denmark Ireland Britain N. Ireland Greece Portugal Spain 
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note: Religious participation: Q: “Do you attend religious services several times a week, once a week, a few times during the year, once a year or less, 
or never?" The percentage attending religious services “several times a week ” or “once a week.” Sig. = significance; Obs. = number of observations 
in the series. 

Source: The Mannheim Eurobarometer Trend File 1970-1999. 
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on the proportion of the population attending weekly religious services in 
each society. The result of the analysis clearly confirms that a substantial 
fall in regular attendance has occurred in every society, with negative re¬ 
gression coefficients, and the models demonstrate that this decline proved 
statistically significant (at the. io level) in every European society except for 
Italy. We can monitor trends across the full series of surveys available since 
1970 in the five core EU member states (France, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Germany, and Italy). In these countries, on average about 40% of the public 
attended church regularly in 1970, with this proportion falling by half in re¬ 
cent years. The predominately Catholic nations saw the greatest shrinkage 
of their church population, notably the dramatic fall in Belgium, Luxem¬ 
bourg, and Spain, although these countries also started from the highest 
levels of religiosity. 

To examine the trends in a broader range of nations (but over a shorter 
time span), religious participation can be compared in the twenty-two 
industrial and postindustrial societies contained in the 1981, 1990, and 
2001 waves of the World Values Survey. As in the Eurobarometer sur¬ 
veys, the strongest declines of churchgoing (of over 10% over two decades) 
are registered in Catholic Europe (see in Table 3.6), notably in Ireland, 
Spain, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Six other Catholic societies, includ¬ 
ing Argentina, France, and Canada, experienced more modest erosions. 
Religious participation in most of the Northern European Protestant na¬ 
tions was extremely low at the start of the series but possibly for this reason, 
if there is a “floor” effect, it remains largely stable over these decades in most 
countries. By contrast, only three societies registered a modest increase dur¬ 
ing this period: the United States (+3%), Italy (+8%), and South Africa 
(+13%). The overall picture confirms one of religious decline in most, al¬ 
though not all, countries, with Catholic churches facing the greatest loss of 
congregations and emptying church pews. 

Therefore, the cross-sectional analysis suggests that the strength of re¬ 
ligious participation can be predicted with a fair degree of accuracy from 
contemporary levels of human development, as well as from the strength 
of religious values and beliefs in any society. Moreover, the time-series ev¬ 
idence lends further confirmation to our arguments; where we have survey 
evidence for many postindustrial and some industrial societies, this demon¬ 
strates that religious participation has usually (not everywhere) fallen. The 
next chapter demonstrates that in rich nations this erosion has been accom¬ 
panied by a fall in subjective religiosity, measured by trends in belief in God 
and in life after death. Any one indicator can be questioned, as the patterns 
are not always clean-cut; different series start in different periods; and the 
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Table 3.6. Trends in Religious Participation, 1981-2001 


Nation 

1981 

1990 

2001 

Change 

Ireland 

82 

81 

65 

-17 

Spain 

40 

29 

26 

-15 

Belgium 

31 

27 

19 

-12 

Netherlands 

26 

20 

14 

-12 

Argentina 

31 

32 

25 

-6 

Northern Ireland 

52 

50 

46 

-6 

Canada 

31 

27 

27 

-4 

France 

11 

10 

8 

-4 

South Korea 

19 

21 

15 

-4 

West Germany 

19 

18 

16 

-3 

Britain 

14 

14 

14 

0 

Denmark 

3 

3 

3 

0 

Hungary 

11 

21 

11 

0 

Norway 

5 

5 

5 

0 

Finland 

4 

4 

5 

+ 1 

Iceland 

2 

2 

3 

+ 1 

Japan 

3 

3 

4 

+ 1 

Mexico 

54 

43 

55 

+ 1 

Sweden 

6 

4 

7 

+ 1 

United States 

43 

44 

46 

+3 

Italy 

32 

38 

40 

+8 

South Africa 

43 

56 

57 

+ 13 


note: Religious participation: "Apart from weddings, funerals, and 
christenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days? 
More than once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special holy 
days, once a year, less often, never or practically never." The percentage 
attending religious services “more than once a week” or “once a week.” 
Source: World Values Survey, 1981-2001. 


country coverage remains limited. Nevertheless, the time-series evidence 
examined so far adds great plausibility to the story told on the basis of the 
cross-sectional comparisons. 

A significant exception to this general pattern of growing seculariza¬ 
tion in affluent postindustrial societies lies in evidence that although the 
publics of these nations are becoming increasingly indifferent to tradi¬ 
tional religious values, they are not abandoning private or individualized 
spirituality. Table 3.7 examines the trends during the last twenty years in 
responses to an item monitoring how often people took time to think 
about the “meaning and purpose of life.” While the existing hierarchi¬ 
cal religious institutions seem to be losing their ability to dictate to the 





COMPARING SECULARIZATION WORLDWIDE 


75 


Table 3.7. Rise in Thinking about the Meaning of Life, 1981-2001 



1981 

1990 

1995 

2001 

Change 

Argentina 

29 

57 

51 

51 

22 

Sweden 

20 

24 

28 

37 

17 

Mexico 

31 

40 

39 

47 

16 

Canada 

37 

44 


52 

15 

South Africa 

39 

58 

51 

54 

15 

Italy 

37 

48 


50 

13 

South Korea 

29 

39 


41 

12 

Australia 

34 


45 


9 

United States 

49 

49 

46 

58 

9 

Netherlands 

23 

31 



8 

Ireland 

26 

34 



8 

Denmark 

29 

29 


37 

8 

Finland 

32 

38 

40 

40 

8 

Belgium 

22 

29 



7 

Norway 

25 

31 

32 


7 

Japan 

21 

21 

25 

26 

5 

Northern Ireland 

28 

33 



5 

West Germany 

27 

30 


31 

4 

France 

36 

39 



3 

Hungary 

44 

45 

45 


1 

Iceland 

37 

36 



-1 

Spain 

24 

27 

24 

22 

-2 

Britain 

33 

36 


25 

-8 


note: Q: "How often, if at all, do you think about the meaning and purpose of 
life? Often, sometimes, rarely, or never?” The percentage “often.” 

Source: World Values Survey, 1981-2001. 


masses, the publics of most countries showed increasing interest in the 
meaning and purpose of life, from the first available surveys in 1981 un¬ 
til the latest survey conducted in 1995 or around 2000. Growing propor¬ 
tions of the public thought about spiritual concerns, broadly defined. In 
a world where survival was uncertain, the main motivation for mass at¬ 
tachment to religion was the need for security. The need for meaning be¬ 
comes more salient at high levels of existential security so that, even in 
rich countries, although church attendance is declining, spiritual concerns 
more broadly are not disappearing. At the same time, it is clear that these 
publics are not continuing to support the traditional religious authorities, 
institutionalized, hierarchical forms of religion, and established religious 
practices. 
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Generational Comparisons 

The last approach we can use to examine the evidence is generational com¬ 
parisons, where we break down the cross-sectional data into ten-year birth 
cohorts. The theory of value change argued here suggests that secular so¬ 
cial trends have only a glacial effect on cultural norms, but that, through 
the socialization process, the experience of the prevailing conditions during 
the formative years of childhood and early adolescence leave a lasting im¬ 
print on people: the religious values held in later life are largely shaped by 
one’s formative experiences. Certain decisive historical events and common 
experiences can stamp their imprint on a generation. Those growing up 
during the interwar era in Western nations experienced the dramatic col¬ 
lapse of stocks and savings, mass unemployment and soup kitchens in the 
1930s triggered by the Great Depression, followed by the military conflict 
that engulfed the world at the end of the decade. Given these conditions, 
the interwar generation in postindustrial societies is likely to prioritize ma¬ 
terialist social goals, like the importance of secure and full employment, 
low inflation, and the underlying conditions for economic growth, as well 
as traditional views toward religion and support for religious authorities. 
In contrast, the postwar generation in these nations, coming of age during 
periods of unprecedented affluence, domestic peace, and social stability, are 
more likely to adhere to secular values and beliefs. 

Of course with only cross-sectional survey evidence, rather than numer¬ 
ous waves of cross sections, or with panel surveys among the same respon¬ 
dents over successive waves, it is impossible to disentangle generational 
effects from life-cycle effects that may alter attitudes and values as people 
move from youth to middle age and then retirement. 17 As people age they 
enter different stages of life, and the experience of education, entry into 
the labor force, the formation of family through marriage and childrear¬ 
ing, and then retirement from the workforce, could each be expected to 
shape beliefs about religion. Cultural messages conveyed in the mass me¬ 
dia, and contact with church organizations and religious social networks, 
could also color perceptions about the appropriate norms and practices of 
religious attitudes and behavior in any community. Significant events could 
also generate a period effect, exemplified by the impact of the events of 9/11, 
which the Pew survey estimated boosted churchgoing, at least temporarily, 
in the United States, or the influence on Catholicism of the Papal encycli¬ 
cal on contraception issued during the 1960s, or deep internal divisions 
splitting the Anglican church leadership over the ordination of women and 
homosexuals. 18 But there is strong evidence that religious values are learned 
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Cohort of birth 

Figure 3.4. Religious Participation by Birth Cohort. Note: Religious 
participation: Q185: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about 
how often do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, 
once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, 
never or practically never. ” The proportion who attended “Once a week or more.” 
Sources: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


early in life, in the family, school, and community, as part of the primary 
socialization process, so that the enduring values of different birth cohorts 
can be attributed mainly to their formative experiences in childhood and 
adolescence. 19 

When religious participation is analyzed by birth cohort and by type 
of society, as illustrated in Figure 3.4, the results are clear and consistent. 
Postindustrial societies show a sharp and steady decline in religiosity from 
the oldest cohort born in the interwar years down to the postwar cohort, and 
then a more modest slide down to the sixties generation, before reaching a 
plateau among the youngest cohort. Among industrial societies there is only 
a modest slide among the interwar generation, and perhaps a very mod¬ 
est increase detectable among the youngest cohort. And among agrarian 
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societies the pattern across birth cohorts is a completely flat plateau and 
actually shows a slight upward shift among the sixties cohort. Figure 3.4 
makes a crucial point very clear: previous literature (based entirely on data 
from advanced industrial societies) has found that the young are less re¬ 
ligious than the old, which could be interpreted as reflecting an historic 
decline of religiosity, or which could be interpreted as a life-cycle effect. 
Critics of secularization prefer the latter interpretation, dismissing any sug¬ 
gestion of historic change and interpreting this finding as reflecting a life- 
cycle effect: “Everyone knows that people naturally get more religious as 
they grow older. It’s inherent in the life cycle.” Figure 3.4 demonstrates 
that there is not any inherent tendency for people to get more religious as 
they grow older: in agrarian societies, the young are fully as religious as the 
old. But in postindustrial societies, the young are much less religious than 
the old - which seems to reflect historic changes linked with the emergence 
of high levels of human development, rather than anything inherent in the 
human life cycle. 

As a result of these patterns, a substantial religious gap has developed 
between societies. If we interpret Figure 3.4 as reflecting a process of inter- 
generational change, it implies that the most affluent nations have become 
far more secular over the years, overtaking the (largely ex-Communist) 
industrial societies in this process, and generating a large gap between them 
and developing societies. The pattern strongly suggests that the religious 
gap is not due to agrarian societies becoming more religious over time, 
as is often suggested. Their values have remained relatively constant. What 
has happened instead is that rapid cultural changes in the more affluent 
societies have shifted their basic values and beliefs in a more secular di¬ 
rection, opening up a growing gulf between them and the less affluent 
societies. This phenomenon may sometimes produce a backlash where re¬ 
ligious groups and leaders in poorer societies seek to defend their values 
against the global encroachment of secular values. This phenomenon oc¬ 
curs, we believe, not because the agrarian societies have gradually become 
more religious over time, but rather because the prevailing values of richer 
societies have moved apart from traditional norms. 


Conclusions 

None of the evidence considered in this chapter is sufficient by itself, but 
if we put together the different pieces of the puzzle through triangula¬ 
tion, then the cross-sectional comparisons of many different countries, the 
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available time-series data of trends over time, and the generational com¬ 
parisons all point in a consistent direction. The evidence strongly suggests 
that the first stage of societal modernization, as countries move from tradi¬ 
tional agrarian communities to the industrial phase, tends to be accompa¬ 
nied by a decline in feelings of personal piety, in expressions of spirituality, 
and in habitual observances at services of worship. Through human de¬ 
velopment, as lives become more secure and immune to daily risks, the 
importance of religion gradually fades away. The consistency of the cor¬ 
relation between religiosity and diverse indicators of human development, 
whether child mortality rates, educational enrollment, access to improved 
water, or urbanization, all point in a similar direction. Affluence such as per 
capita GDP is not sufficient by itself, as the distribution of resources and 
economic equality plays an important role as well. Vulnerable populations 
experiencing considerable uncertainty and risk in their lives, and in the lives 
of their family and community, regard religion as far more important, and 
therefore participate far more keenly in spiritual activities, than those living 
without such threats. As lives gradually become more comfortable and se¬ 
cure, people in more affluent societies usually grow increasingly indifferent 
to religious values, more skeptical of supernatural beliefs, and less willing to 
become actively engaged in religious institutions, beyond a nominal level 
of formal religious identities, participation in symbolic ceremonies of birth, 
marriage, and death to mark life’s passages, and enjoyment of traditional 
holidays. 

But despite this general picture, there could well be particular factors 
influencing particular regions or exceptional countries that fail to conform 
to this pattern. We still need to explain some important anomalies to sec¬ 
ularization among postindustrial societies, notably the case of the United 
States. Many observers also suggest that a religious revival has occurred 
in Central and Eastern Europe with the overturn of the Communist 
state. 20 Following the events of 9/11, and the subsequent developments 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, numerous popular commentators have reported a 
resurgence of fundamentalist parties, extremist religious groups, and ethno¬ 
religious conflict within the Muslim world. It is to these issues that we 
now turn. 





Case Studies of Religion and Politics 


PART II 






The Puzzle of Secularization in the 
United States and Western Europe 


despite the wealth of evidence for secularization that we have doc¬ 
umented in postindustrial societies, critics could argue that we still 
have not accounted for important anomalies in these patterns. The 
strongest challenge to secularization theory arises from American ob¬ 
servers who point out that claims of steadily diminishing congregations 
in Western Europe are sharply at odds with U.S. trends, at least until the 
early 1990s. 1 

To consider these issues, Part II describes systematic and consistent evi¬ 
dence establishing the variations in religiosity among postindustrial nations, 
in particular contrasts between America and Western Europe. This chap¬ 
ter focuses upon similar postindustrial nations, all affluent countries and 
established democracies, most (but not all) sharing a cultural heritage of 
Christendom, although obviously there remains the critical cleavage divid¬ 
ing Catholic and Protestant Europe. All these are service-sector knowledge 
economies with broadly similar levels of education and affluence, as well as 
established and stable democratic states. 2 This framework helps to control 
for many of the factors that might be expected to shape patterns of reli¬ 
giosity, allowing us to compare like with like. This process facilitates the 
“most-similar” comparative framework, thereby narrowing down, or even 
eliminating, some of the multiple factors that could be causing variations 
in religious behavior. This chapter examines whether the United States is 
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indeed “exceptional” among rich nations in the vitality of its spiritual life, 
as the conventional wisdom has long suggested, or whether, as Berger pro¬ 
poses, Western Europe is “exceptional” in its secularization. 3 On this basis, 
Part II then considers evidence to test religious market, functionalist, and 
security theories of secularization. Religious market theory postulates that 
intense competition between rival denominations generates a ferment of 
activity explaining the vitality of churchgoing. Functionalist explanations 
focus on the shrinking social role of religious institutions, following the 
growth of the welfare state and the public sector. We compare evidence 
supporting these accounts with the theory of secure secularization, based 
on societal modernization, human development, and economic inequality, 
that lies at the heart of this book. 


Comparing Religiosity in Postindustrial Nations 

We can start by considering the cross-national evidence for how the indi¬ 
cators of religiosity that we have discussed earlier apply to postindustrial 
nations. Figure 4.1 shows the basic pattern of religious behavior, highlight¬ 
ing the substantial contrasts between the cluster of countries that prove 
by far the most religious in this comparison, including the United States, 
Ireland, and Italy. At the other extreme, the most secular nations include 
France, Denmark, and Britain. There is a fairly similar pattern across both 
indicators of religious behavior, suggesting that both collective and individ¬ 
ual forms of participation are fairly consistent in each society. Therefore, 
although religion in the United States is distinctive among rich nations, it 
would still be misleading to refer to American “exceptionalism,” as so many 
emphasize, as though it were a deviant case from all other postindustrial 
nations, as we can observe similarities with both Ireland and Italy. 

The marked contrasts within Europe are illustrated further in Figure 4.2, 
mapping secular Northern Europe compared with the persistence of more 
regular churchgoing habits in Southern Europe, as well as differences within 
Central and Eastern Europe that will be explored in subsequent chapters. 
The “North-South” religious gap within the European Union is, admit¬ 
tedly, a puzzle that cannot be explained by the process of societal devel¬ 
opment alone, since these are all rich nations. More plausible explanations 
include the contemporary strength of religiosity in Protestant and Catholic 
cultures, as well as societal differences in economic equality. These contrasts 
are important and certainly deserve scrutiny. 


Low - Religious participation - High 
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Low - Frequency of prayer - High 

Figure 4.1. Religious Behavior in Postindustrial Societies. Notes: Religious 
participation: Q185: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about 
how often do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, 
once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, 
never or practically never. ” Mean frequency of attendance at religious services. 
Frequency of prayer? Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside of religious 
services? Would you say . . . Every day (7), more than once a week (6), once 
a week (5), at least once a month (4), several times a year (3), less often (2), 
never (1).” Mean frequency per society. Source: World Values Survey, pooled 
1981-2001. 

Trends in Secularization in Western Europe 

One reason for these cross-national variations could be that most postin¬ 
dustrial societies have experienced a significant erosion of religiosity during 
the postwar era, but that these trends have occurred from different start¬ 
ing points, in a path-dependent fashion, due to the historic legacy of the 
religious institutions and cultures within each country. Where the church 
ends up today could depend in large part upon where they start out. 
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Religious participation 
Means 

n 4.14 to 5.21 

(6) 

■ 3.3 to 4.14 

(13) 

□ 2.45 to 3.3 

(15) 

□ 1.61 to 2.45 

(4) 

□ 1.17 to 1.61 

(1) 


Figure 4.2. Religious Participation in Europe. Note: Religious participation: 
Q185: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do 
you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, once a week, 
once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never or practi¬ 
cally never.” Mean frequency of attendance at religious services. Source: World 
Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


We will demonstrate that the existing evidence in Western Europe con¬ 
sistently and unequivocally shows two things: traditional religious beliefs 
and involvement in institutionalized religion (i) vary considerably from 
one country to another; and (ii) have steadily declined throughout Western 
Europe, particularly since the r 960s. Studies have often reported that many 
Western Europeans have ceased to be regular churchgoers today outside 
of special occasions such as Christmas and Easter, weddings and funerals, a 
pattern especially evident among the young. 4 Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere, 
for example, compared the proportion of regular (weekly) churchgoers in 
seven European countries from 1970 to 1991, based on the Eurobarome¬ 
ter surveys, and documented a dramatic fall in congregations during this 
period in the Catholic states under comparison (Belgium, France, the 
Netherlands, and West Germany). Overall levels of church disengagement 
had advanced furthest in France, Britain, and the Netherlands: ‘Although 
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the timing and pace differ from one country to the next,” the authors con¬ 
clude, “the general tendency is quite stable: in the long run, the percentage of 
unaffiliated is increasing. ” 5 Numerous studies provide a wealth of evidence 
confirming similar patterns of declining religiosity found in many other 
postindustrial nations. 6 

Trends in recent decades illustrate the consistency of the secularization 
process irrespective of the particular indicator or survey that is selected. 
Figure 4.3 illustrates the erosion of regular church attendance that has 
occurred throughout Western Europe since the early 1970s. The fall is 




1970 1980 1990 

year 



Greece 



Neth 



France 






Portugal 



Figure 4.3. Religious Participation in Western Europe, 1970-1999. Note: The 
percentage of the population who said they attended a religious service “at 
least once a week” and the regression line of the trend. Source: The Mannheim 
Eurobarometer Trend File 1970-1999. 
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steepest and most significant in many Catholic societies, notably Belgium, 
France, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain. 7 To 
conclude, as Greeley does, that religion is “still relatively unchanged” in 
the traditional Catholic nations of Europe seems a triumph of hope over 
experience, and sharply at odds with the evidence. 8 Marked contrasts in 
the strength of churchgoing habits remain clear, say between contemporary 
rates of religious participation in Ireland and Denmark. Nevertheless, all the 
trends point consistently downward. Moreover, the erosion of religiosity 
is not exclusive to Western European nations; regular churchgoing also 
dropped during the last two decades in affluent Anglo-American nations 
such as Canada and Australia. 9 

Another interpretation of these patterns is offered by those who em¬ 
phasize that trends in churchgoing are interesting but also out-of-date, 
if religiosity has evolved and reinvented itself today as diverse forms of 
personal “spirituality.” Observers such as Wade Clark Roof suggest that 
collective engagement with religion in public life has eroded in America 
among the younger generation. Reasons for this are thought to include the 
declining status and authority of traditional church institutions and clergy, 
the individualization of the quest for spirituality, and the rise of multiple 
“New Age” movements concerned with “lived religion.” 10 These develop¬ 
ments are exemplified by a revival of alternative spiritual practices such as 
astrology, meditation, and alternative therapies, involving a diverse brico- 
lage of personal beliefs. If similar developments are also evident in Europe, 
as a result public engagement with churches could have been replaced by a 
“private” or “personal” search for spirituality and meaning in life, making 
the practices, beliefs, and symbols of religiosity less visible. 11 Moreover, 
beyond patterns of churchgoing, the trends in European religiosity can 
be regarded as complex; Greeley, for example, proposes that indicators of 
subjective beliefs in Europe, exemplified by faith in God or in life after 
death, display a mixed picture during the last two decades, rather than a 
simple uniform decline: “In some countries, religion has increased (most notably 
the former communist countries and especially Russia) in others it has declined 
(most notably Britain, the Netherlands, and France) and in still other countries it 
is relatively unchanged (the traditional Catholic countries), and in yet other coun¬ 
tries (some of the social democratic countries) it has both declmed and increased ” 12 
Given such divergence, Greeley suggests that simple attempts to discover 
secularization should be abandoned, and instead attention should focus on 
explaining persistent and well-established cross-national patterns, for ex¬ 
ample, why people in Ireland and Italy are consistently more religious than 
those living in France and Sweden. 
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Yet we find that, far from divergent patterns, one reason for the decline 
in religious participation during the late twentieth century lies in the fact 
that during these years many common spiritual beliefs have indeed suffered 
considerable erosion in postindustrial societies. There is, in fact, a consis¬ 
tent link between the “public” and “private” dimensions of religiosity. The 
Greeley results are based primarily upon analysis of the International So¬ 
cial Survey Program, which conducted opinion polls on religion in 1991 
and 1998. Unfortunately this provides too limited a time period to detect 
longitudinal change. Instead, here we monitor trends in religious beliefs 
in God and in life after death during the last fifty years or so by matching 
survey data in the Gallup polls starting in 1947 to the more recent data 
where the same questions were replicated in the World Values Surveys. 

Table 4.1 shows that in 1947, eight out of ten people believed in God, 
with the highest levels of belief expressed in Australia, Canada, the United 
States, and Brazil. The regression models show a fall in faith in God oc¬ 
curred across all but two nations (the United States and Brazil). The decline 
proved sharpest in the Scandinavian nations, the Netherlands, Australia, 
and Britain. The regression models show a negative slope across the series 
but given the limited series of time points (7 at most), not surprisingly the 
fall only proved statistically significant in six countries. Table 4.2 illustrates 
very similar patterns for belief in life after death, where again an erosion of 
subjective religiosity occurs in thirteen of the nineteen countries where evi¬ 
dence is available. The greatest declines during the fifty-year period studied 
are registered in Northern Europe, Canada, and Brazil, and the only ex¬ 
ceptions to this pattern, where there is a revival of religious faith, is in the 
United States, along with Japan and Italy. 


Trends in Religiosity in the United States 

In the light of these European patterns, many have regarded the United 
States as an outlier, although in fact the evidence remains somewhat am¬ 
biguous. At least until the late 1980s, analysis of trends in church attendance 
derived from historical records and from representative surveys commonly 
reported that the size of congregations in the United States had remained 
stable over decades. For example, studies published during the 1980s 
indicated that Protestant church attendance had not declined significantly 
in America; and, while it fell rapidly among Catholics from 1968 to 1975, 
it did not erode further in subsequent years. 13 The first benchmark of the 
Gallup organization measuring religiosity found that in March 1939, 40% 


Table 4.1. Belief in God, 1947-2001 
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means for the 10 nations with observations in both 1947 and 2001. 

Sources: 1947 Gallup Opinion Index “Do you, personally, believe in God?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. 1968 Gallup Opinion Index “Do you believe in 
God?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. 1975 Gallup Opinion Index “Do you believe in God or a universal spirit?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. 1981-2001 World 
Values Survey/European Values Survey “Do you believe in God?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. Source for Gallup polls: Lee Sigelman. 1977. “Review of 
the Polls: Multination Surveys of Religious Beliefs.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 16(3): 289-294. 
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Table 4.2. Belief in Life After Death, 1947-2001 



1947 

1961 

1968 

1975 

1981 

1990 

1995 

2001 

Change 

Norway 

71 

71 

54 


41 

36 

43 


-28 

Finland 

69 


55 



44 

50 

44 

-25 

Denmark 

55 




25 

29 


32 

-23 

Netherlands 

68 

63 

50 


41 

39 


47 

-22 

France 

58 


35 

39 

35 

38 


39 

-20 

Canada 

78 

68 


54 

61 

61 


67 

-11 

Brazil 

78 





70 

67 


-11 

Sweden 

49 


38 


28 

31 

40 

39 

-10 

Greece 



57 





47 

-10 

Belgium 




48 

36 

37 


40 

-8 

Australia 

63 



48 

49 


56 


-7 

Britain 

49 

56 

38 

43 

46 

44 


45 

-4 

Switzerland 


55 

50 



52 

52 


-3 

West Germany 


38 

41 

33 

36 

38 

50 

38 

0 

United States 

68 

74 

73 

69 

70 

70 

73 

76 

8 

Japan 




18 

33 

30 

33 

32 

14 

Italy 




46 

46 

53 


61 

15 

ALL-8 1947-2001 

68 







46 

-22 


notes: The proportion of the public who express belief in life after death (% “Yes”) in 
19 societies. “Change” is the change in the proportion from the first to the last observation 
in the series. The average means for the 8 nations with observations in both 1947 and 2001. 
Sources: Data sources: 1947-1975 Gallup Opinion Index “Do you believe in life after 
death?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. 1981-2001 World Values Survey/European Values Survey 
“Do you believe in life after death?” Yes/No/Don’t Know. Source for Gallup polls: Lee 
Sigelman. 1977. “Review of the Polls: Multination Surveys of Religious Beliefs.” Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion. 16(3): 289-294. 


of American adults reported attending church the previous week, exactly the 
same figure given by Gallup more than sixty years later (in March 2003). 14 

Yet serious difficulties are encountered in obtaining reliable estimates of 
churchgoing from survey data. Woodberry and others compared aggregate 
data on levels of church attendance in America derived from counting par¬ 
ticipants at services against the available estimates of self-reported church 
attendance derived from social surveys. They concluded that the self- 
reported figures are subject to systematic and consistent exaggeration, due 
to a social desirability bias concerning churchgoing in American culture. 15 

Studies suggest that the Gallup organization’s procedures may system¬ 
atically exaggerate attendance due to a lack of social desirability filters 
in the measurement of churchgoing (thereby unintentionally “cueing” 
respondents) and also unrepresentative sample completion rates based 
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on a limited number of random digit dialing callbacks and respondent 
substitution. 16 Other data suggest that these estimates may be inflated; 
for example the American National Election Survey (NES), conducted ev¬ 
ery two years since the late 1950s, suggests that weekly church attendance 
never rises much above 2 5% in the United States. Moreover, when the NES 
modified the question sequence to assure the social desirability of not at¬ 
tending, the proportion reporting that they never attended church jumped 
from 12% to 33% and has stayed at that level in subsequent surveys. 17 The 
U.S. General Social Survey (GSS), conducted annually by NORC dur¬ 
ing the last three decades, also indicates that weekly church attendance in 
America hovers around the 25-30% region, with a significant fall in church 
attendance occurring during the last decade. According to the GSS, the pro¬ 
portion of Americans reporting that they attended church at least weekly 
fell to one-quarter in the most recent estimate, while at the same time the 
proportion saying that they never attended church doubled to one-fifth of 
all Americans (see Figure 4.4). 18 



Figure 4.4. Religious Participation in the United States, 1972-2002. Note: Q: 
“How often do you attend religious services?” Never/ At least once a week or more 
often. Source: U.S. General Social Survey 1972-2002 N.43,204. 
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PROTESTANT - - - CATHOLIC -NONE 


Figure 4.5. Religious Identities in the United States, 1972-2002. Note: Q: “What 
is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, 
or no religion?" The graph excludes religious identities adhered to by less than 
3% of Americans. Source: U.S. General Social Survey 1972-2002 N. 43,532. 


Other indicators also suggest that traditional religious participation may 
have eroded in the United States, parallel to the long-term trends experi¬ 
enced throughout Europe. For example, Gallup polls registered a modest 
decline in the proportion of Americans who are members of a church or 
synagogue, down from about three-quarters (73%) of the population in 
r937 to about two-thirds (65%) in 2001. The GSS has monitored reli¬ 
gious identities in annual studies during the last three decades. They found 
that the proportion of Americans who are secularists, reporting that they 
have no religious preference or identity, climbed steadily during the rppos 
(see Figure 4.5) During this decade, the main erosion occurred among 
American Protestants, while the proportion of Catholics in the population 
remained fairly steady, in part fueled by a substantial influx of Hispanic 
immigrants with large families. At the same time, changes have occurred 
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among denominations within the religious population in the United States; 
for example many studies report that congregations for newer evangelical 
churches have expanded their membership at the expense of “mainline” 
Protestant denominations such as the United Methodist Church, Presby¬ 
terians, and Episcopalians, in part due to changes in the American pop¬ 
ulation and also patterns of immigration from Latin America and Asia. 19 
Moreover, even where we have reliable estimates of churchgoing, Brian 
Wilson emphasizes that little relationship may exist between these prac¬ 
tices and spirituality, for example if churchgoing in America fulfills a need 
for social networking within local communities, and if U.S. churches have 
become more secular in orientation. 20 

Despite the overall popularity of religion in the United States, it would 
also be a gross exaggeration to claim that all Americans feel the same way, 
as important social and regional disparities exist. Secularists, for example, 
are far more likely to live in urban cities on the Pacific Coast or in the 
Northeast, as well as to have a college degree, and to be single and male. 
By contrast, committed evangelicals are far more likely to live in small 
towns or rural areas, especially in the South and Midwest, as well as being 
female and married. These regional divisions proved important for politics: 
in the 2000 U.S. presidential election, for example, religion was by far 
the strongest predictor of who voted for George W. Bush and who voted 
for A 1 Gore. 21 The election result reflected strongly entrenched divisions 
in public opinion and values between social conservatives and liberals on 
issues such as approval of the use of the death penalty, reproductive rights, 
and homosexuality. The regional patterns of religiosity are important and 
may even have led to two distinctive cultures within the United States; 
for example Himmelfarb argues that one culture in America is religious, 
puritanical, family-centered, patriotic, and conformist. The other is secular, 
tolerant, hedonistic, and multicultural. These cultures, she argues, coexist 
and tolerate each other, in part because they inhabit different worlds. 22 

We can conclude that the United States remains one of the most reli¬ 
gious in the club of rich countries, alongside Ireland and Italy, and indeed 
as observed earlier this makes America one of the most religious coun¬ 
tries in the world. The pervasive importance of these values is apparent 
in many American practices, especially in public life (even prior to the 
Bush administration and 9/11), despite the strict division of church and 
state. In the same way, American cultural values are more individualis¬ 
tic, more patriotic, more moralistic, and more culturally conservative than 
those in Europe. Nevertheless, there are some indicators that secular ten¬ 
dencies may have strengthened in America, at least during the last decade, 
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which may bring the United States slightly closer to public opinion in 
Western Europe. 


Explaining Variations in Religiosity: The Religious 
Market Model 

Given the existence of important and consistent cross-national variations 
in religiosity, what best explains these patterns? Religious market the¬ 
ory provides the most critical and sustained challenge to the traditional 
secularization thesis. This account suggests that supply-side factors, no¬ 
tably denominational competition and state regulation of religious insti¬ 
tutions, shape levels of religious participation in the United States and 
Europe. As discussed earlier in the introduction, during the last decade 
many American commentators have enthusiastically advanced this account, 
and the principal proponents include Roger Finke, Rodney Stark, Lawrence 
R. Iannaccone, William Sims Bainbridge, and R. Stephen Warner, although 
it has also encountered sustained criticism. 23 Market-based theories in the 
sociology of religion assume that the demand for religious products is 
relatively constant, based on the otherworldly rewards of life after death 
promised by most (although not all) faiths. 24 Dissimilar levels of spiri¬ 
tual behavior evident in various countries are believed to result less from 
“bottom up” demand than from variance in “top down” religious supply. 
Religious groups compete for congregations with different degrees ofvigor. 
Established churches are thought to be complacent monopolies taking their 
congregations for granted, with a fixed market share due to state regulation 
and subsidy for one particular faith that enjoys special status and privileges. 
By contrast, where a free religious marketplace exists, energetic competi¬ 
tion between churches expands the supply of religious “products,” thereby 
mobilizing religious activism among the public. 

The theory claims to be a universal generalization applicable to all faiths, 
although the evidence to support this argument is drawn mainly from the 
United States and Western Europe. The proliferation of diverse churches 
in the United States, such as Methodists, Lutherans, Presbyterians, and 
Episcopalian mainline churches, as well as Southern Baptist Convention, 
the Assemblies of God, the Pentecostal and Holiness churches among con¬ 
servative denominations, is believed to have maximized choice and com¬ 
petition among faiths, thereby mobilizing the American public. American 
churches are subject to market forces, depending upon their ability to at¬ 
tract clergy and volunteers, as well as the financial resources that flow from 
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their membership. Competition is thought to generate certain benefits, 
producing diversity, stimulating innovation, and compelling churches to 
actively recruit congregations by responding to public demands. For ex¬ 
ample, the National Congregations Study found that American churches 
commonly seek to attract new adherents by offering multiple social activities 
(or “products”) beyond services of worship, including religious education, 
cultural and arts groups, engagement in community politics, and welfare 
services such as soup kitchens and baby-sitting cooperatives. 25 By contrast, 
Starke and Finke emphasize that most European nations sustain what they 
term “a socialized religious economy,” with state subsidies for established 
churches. Religious monopolies are believed to be less innovative, respon¬ 
sive, and efficient. Where clergy enjoy secure incomes and tenure regardless 
of their performance, such as in Germany and Sweden, then it is thought 
that priests will grow complacent, slothful, and lax: “when people have little 
need or motive to work, they tend not to work, and ... Subsidized churches 
will therefore be lazy.” 26 Finke and Stark believe that if the “supply” of 
churches was expanded in Europe through disestablishment (deregulated), 
and if churches just made more effort, this would probably lead to a resur¬ 
gence of religious behavior among the public (“Faced with American-style 
churches, Europeans would respond as Americans do”). 27 In short, they 
conclude, “To the extent that organizations work harder, they are more 
successful. What could be more obvious?” 28 

What indeed? Yet, after considerable debate during the last decade, the 
evidence that religious competition provides a plausible explanation of reli¬ 
gious participation remains controversial. 29 Criticisms have been both theo¬ 
retical and empirical. Conceptually Bryant has questioned the appropriate¬ 
ness of the cost-benefit model, and the use of metaphors such as “markets,” 
“products,” “commodities,” and “capital,” in the analysis of religion. 30 In 
terms of the evidence, commentators have noted serious flaws with the 
measures commonly used to gauge the degree of religious competition. 
Most studies have employed the Flerfindahl Index. This is derived from 
economics where the Herfindahl Index is a measure of the size of firms 
in relationship to the industry and an indicator of the amount of compe¬ 
tition among them. It is defined as the sum of the squares of the market 
shares of each individual firm. As such, it can range from o to i, moving 
from numerous very small firms to a single monopolistic producer. In eco¬ 
nomics, decreases in the Herfindahl Index generally indicate a loss of the 
ability of firms to control prices and an increase in competition, whereas 
increases imply the opposite. To gauge religious fractionalization or plu¬ 
ralism, the Herfindahl Index is computed along similar lines as one minus 
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the sum of the squares of the percentage share of the churchgoing pop¬ 
ulation held by each denomination within a particular universe (whether 
the unit of analysis is a local community, city, region, or country). 31 The 
religious pluralism index represents the probability that two randomly se¬ 
lected individuals from a population belong to different denominations. 32 It 
is analogous to the Pedersen Index of party competition. 33 Stark and Finke 
emphasize two points about the characteristics of this index: (i) “ceiling” 
effects are commonly evident, and (ii) the impact of pluralism on partic¬ 
ipation is essentially curvilinear, so that the first shift from single church 
religious monopolies to greater competition with two or more churches 
has a substantial impact upon church attendance, whereas the effects be¬ 
come saturated at later levels of pluralism. Multiple studies using different 
datasets and specifications have compared the correlation between the reli¬ 
gious pluralism index and religious participation within specific geographic 
areas (usually communities in the United States), and a positive regres¬ 
sion coefficient has been interpreted as providing support for the religious 
market theory. 

Yet although commonly used in the literature, there are many difficulties 
concerning the operationalization of the concept of religious competition, 
and these problems are exacerbated in cross-national research. Chaves and 
Gorski conducted a thorough meta-review of the literature by examining 
the results of 193 tests of the evidence, drawn from different geographical 
and historical settings, from a series of 26 articles published on this sub¬ 
ject. They concluded that the theory lacked consistent support, as some 
studies found a significant correlation between religious pluralism and reli¬ 
gious participation while others failed to confirm any linkage. 34 The most 
critical study by Voas, Olson, and Crockett concluded that any observed 
relationships are spurious and a purely mathematical association between 
the pluralism index and religious participation rates can explain any positive 
or negative correlations. The study concludes that there is no compelling 
evidence from any of the existing studies that religious pluralism, measured 
by the Herfindahl Index, influences church participation rates. 35 

The appropriate geographic unit of analysis is also problematic. The 
original supply-side theory conceived of religious competition as rivalry 
between different churches within a particular local community, typified 
by the role of Baptists, Episcopalians, and Catholic churches in the United 
States. Once we extend the comparison more broadly cross-nationally, how¬ 
ever, it becomes unclear how competition should be gauged, for example 
whether the key comparison should be competition among different de¬ 
nominations and sects, or whether we should focus on rivalry between and 



98 


CASE STUDIES OF RELIGION AND POLITICS 


among multiple churches, temples, mosques, synagogues, and shrines rep¬ 
resenting all the major world religions. 

What evidence supports the argument that greater religious competition 
leads to more churchgoing in the United States than in Western Europe? 
Finke and Starke provide numerous examples of specific limitations experi¬ 
enced by particular denominations and faiths in Western European coun¬ 
tries. This includes quoting incidents of limited religious freedoms, such as 
harassment experienced byjehovah’s Witnesses in Portugal, Germany, and 
France, and legal regulations such as tax-free status that provide positive 
fiscal benefits for established churches. 36 Yet this approach is unsystematic, 
and a systematic bias may arise from the particular selection of cases. It is 
true that the United States displays a diverse range of churches and tem¬ 
ples in many communities, and relatively high rates of churchgoing and 
subjective religiosity, fitting the theory. But clear anomalies to this rela¬ 
tionship also exist, notably high levels of churchgoing evident in Ireland, 
Italy, Poland, Colombia, and Venezuela, despite the fact that the Catholic 
Church predominates as a virtual monopoly in these nations. 37 

More systematic cross-national evidence is provided in a study by 
Iannaccone comparing church attendance in eight West European nations 
(excluding six predominant Catholic cultures) plus four Anglo-American 
democracies. Regression analysis found a significant and very strong rela¬ 
tionship between the degree of denominational pluralism in these countries 
(measured by the Herfindahl Index) and levels of religious participation 
(rates of weekly church attendance). 38 It remains unclear, however, why 
the six predominant Catholic cultures in Southern and Western Europe 
are excluded from this comparison, as they challenge the model. Smith, 
Sawkins, and Seaman compared eighteen societies based on the 1991ISSP 
religion survey and reported that religious pluralism was significantly re¬ 
lated to regular religious participation. 39 Yet the literature remains divided 
about this issue as other cross-national studies have reported results incon¬ 
sistent with the supply-side thesis. For example, Verweij, Ester, and Nauta 
conducted a cross-national comparison using the 1990 European Values 
Survey in sixteen countries. They found that irrespective of the model 
specification, religious pluralism in any particular country, measured by the 
Herfindahl Index, was an insignificant predictor of levels of religious par¬ 
ticipation, whether measured against rates of church attendance or church 
membership. By contrast, the degree of state regulation was important, 
along with the predominant religious culture and the overall level of so¬ 
cietal modernization. 40 Research by Bruce, comparing religiosity in the 
Nordic and Baltic states, also concluded that trends in religious observance 
contradicted a number of core supply-side propositions. 41 The empirical 
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evidence supporting the supply-side thesis has come under serious attack, 
as the conclusions of most of the studies by Stark and Finke were con¬ 
taminated by a coding error; there was a negative i in the formula rather 
than a positive i. The use of the Herfindahl Index in this particular situa¬ 
tion generated a methodological artifact that leads to all of the supply-side 
conclusions in the United States data. 42 Nevertheless, despite these crit¬ 
ical flaws in the empirical evidence, the supply-side theory provides an 
alternative perspective that is open to testing with indicators that avoid 
these problems. 

Leaving aside the strong normative thrust of the supply-side argument 
and concepts, derived from free market economics, what specific propo¬ 
sitions flow from this account that are open to systematic cross-national 
testing with empirical evidence? We can compare four separate indicators 
to test the religious markets model, with the results summarized in Ta¬ 
ble 4.3. Again any one indicator may be flawed, due to the limitations of 
data or measurement error, but if all results from the independent measures 


Table 4.3. Human Security, Religious Markets, and Religiosity in 
Postindustrial Societies 



Religious 

Participation 

How Often 
Pray? 

Number of 
Nations 

Indicators 

R 

Sig. 

R 

Sig. 

RELIGIOUS MARKETS 

Religious pluralism 

.018 

N/s 

.119 

N/s 

21 

Religious Freedom Index 

.367 

N/s 

.477 

N/s 

21 

State regulation of religion 

.427 

N/s 

.423 

N/s 

18 

Freedom House religious 
freedom scale 

-.314 

N/s 

-.550 

N/s 

13 

HUMAN SECURITY 

Human Development Index 

-.249 

N/s 

.077 

N/s 

21 

Economic inequality 
(GINI coefficient) 

.496 

* 

.614 

* 

18 


note: Pearson’s simple correlations (R) without prior controls and their significance 
(Sig.): *P = 0.05 level; **P = 0.01 level (2-tailed). Religious pluralism: the Herfindahl 
Index (see text for the construction and data) (Alesina 2002). The state regulation of 
religion: Scale measured by Mark Chaves and David E. Cann (1992). Religious Freedom 
Index: See Appendix C for details of the construction of this scale. Freedom House 
religious freedom scale, 2001; available online at: www.freedomhouse.org. Human Devel¬ 
opment Index, 2001: United National Development Program, 2003, World Development 
Report, New York: UNDP/Oxford University Press; available online at: www.undp.org. 
Economic inequality GINI coefficient: WDI: World Bank, World Development Indicators, 
2002, Washington, DC; available online at: www.worldbank.org. 
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point in a generally consistent direction, then this lends greater confidence 
to the results. 

Religious Pluralism 

If the supply-side theory is correct, then religious pluralism and state reg¬ 
ulation of religion should both be important in predicting rates of church¬ 
going in postindustrial societies: in particular, countries with great com¬ 
petition among multiple pluralist religious churches, denominations, and 
faiths should have the highest religious participation. 43 Religious plural¬ 
ism is gauged here by the Herfindahl Index using the data on the major 
religious populations derived from the Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the 
Year 2001, discussed earlier, compiled by Alesina and colleagues. 44 The reli¬ 
gious pluralism index is calculated as the standard Herfindahl indicator for 
each country, monitoring fractionalization in each society, ranging from 
zero to one. This is the standard measure used by supply-side theorists, 
and so appropriate for testing their claims. One important qualification, 
however, concerns the unit of comparison, since this study measures reli¬ 
gious pluralism among the major world faiths at the societal level, which is 
necessary for cross-national research. Nevertheless this means that we can¬ 
not gauge competition among religious organizations representing diverse 
denominations and sects at local or regional levels, and in the U.S. context, 
competition is understood to reflect the propensity of rival churches within 
a community - whether Baptist, Episcopalian, Lutheran, or Methodist - to 
attract congregations. 

Contrary to the predictions of supply-side theory, the correlations be¬ 
tween religious pluralism and religious behavior all prove insignificant in 
postindustrial societies, with the distribution illustrated in Figure 4.6. The 
results lend no support to the claim ofa significant link between religious pluralism 
and participation, and this is true irrespective of whether the comparison fo¬ 
cuses on frequency of attendance at services of worship or the frequency of 
prayer. 45 Among postindustrial societies, the United States is the exception 
in its combination of high rates of religious pluralism and participation: the 
theory does indeed fit the American case, but the problem is that it fails to 
work elsewhere. The scatter gram shows that other English-speaking na¬ 
tions share similar levels of religious pluralism; however in these countries 
far fewer people regularly attend church. Moreover, in Catholic postindus¬ 
trial societies the relationship is actually reversed, with the highest participa¬ 
tion evident in Ireland and Italy, where the Church enjoys a virtual religious 
monopoly, compared with more pluralist Netherlands and France, where 
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Religious culture 

* Eastern 
■ Muslim 
▼ Orthodox 

* Protestant 

* Roman Catholic 

0.0 .2 .4 .6 .8 1.0 

Low -- Religious pluralism -- High 

Figure 4.6. Religiosity and Pluralism. Notes: Religious Pluralism Index (Alesina 
2002). Religious participation: Q185: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and chris¬ 
tenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days? More than 
once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, 
less often, never or practically never. ” Mean frequency of attendance at religious 
services. Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 

churchgoing habits are far weaker. Nor is this merely due to the compari¬ 
son of postindustrial societies: the global comparison in all nations confirms 
that there is no significant relationship between participation and pluralism 
across the broader distribution of societies worldwide. 

Of course the account could always be retrieved by arguing that what 
matters is less competition among the major faiths, since people rarely 
convert directly, but rather competition among or within specific denom¬ 
inations, since people are more likely to switch particular churches within 
closely related families. This proposition would require testing at the com¬ 
munity level with other forms of data, at a finer level of denominational 
detail than is available in most social surveys, and indeed even in most 
census data. Nevertheless, if the claims of the original theory were mod¬ 
ified, this would greatly limit its applicability for cross-national research. 
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Despite the extensive literature advocating the supply-side theory, based on 
the measure of pluralism of faiths and religious participation used in this 
study, no empirical support is found here for this account. 

State Regulation and Freedom of Religion 

An alternative version of religious market theory predicts that participa¬ 
tion will also be maximized where there is a strong constitutional division 
between church and state, protecting religious freedom of worship and tol¬ 
eration of different denominations, without hindrance to particular sects 
and faiths. This is one of the explanations for American exceptionalism ad¬ 
vanced by Lipset, who argues that the long-standing separation of church 
and state in the United States has given the churches greater autonomy and 
allowed varied opportunities for people to participate in religion. 46 Three 
indicators are available to analyze this relationship: 

(i) The state regulation of religion was measured by Mark Chaves and David 
E. Cann in eighteen postindustrial nations. The 6-point scale was classified 
using data provided by the World Christian Encyclopedia (1982) based on 
whether or not each country had the following characteristics: 

• There is a single, officially designated state church; 

• There is official state recognition of some denominations but not others; 

• The state appoints or approves the appointment of church leaders; 

• The state directly pays church personnel salaries; 

• There is a system of ecclesiastical tax collection; 

• The state directly subsidizes, beyond mere tax breaks, the operation, 
maintenance, or capital expenses for churches. 47 

(ii) These results can be cross-checked against the Freedotn of Religion 
Index, discussed in Chapter 2. This index was constructed by coding the 
twenty items contained in Appendix C including indicators such as the role 
of the state in subsidizing churches, state ownership of church property, 
registration requirements for religious organizations, constitutional recog¬ 
nition of freedom of religion, and restrictions of certain denominations, 
cults, or sects. The 20-item scale was standardized to too points, for ease 
of interpretation, and then coded so that a higher score represented greater 
religious freedom. 

(iii) Lastly, we can also compare the results of the summary analysis of 
religious freedom generated every year by Freedom Housed 8 The survey 
criteria used by this organization develop a 7-point scale based on the In¬ 
ternational Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the United Nations 
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Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Dis¬ 
crimination Based on Religion or Belief, and the European Convention 
on Human Rights. The annual survey defines religious freedom in terms 
of three major components. First, it refers to the freedoms of particular 
bodies, houses of worship, humanitarian organizations, educational insti¬ 
tutions, and so forth. Second, it refers to freedom for particular individual 
religious practices, such as prayer, worship, dress, proclamation, and diet. 
Lastly, it refers to human rights in general, insofar as they involve particular 
religious bodies, individuals, and activities. 

Yet, contrary to the supply-side theory, the results of the simple corre¬ 
lations in Table 4.3 suggest that no significant relationship exists between 
any of these indicators of religious freedom and levels of religious behav¬ 
ior. Moreover, this pattern was found both within the comparison of post¬ 
industrial nations and also in the global comparison of all countries where 
data was available. We will return to consider this issue in greater detail 
in the next chapter, when comparing religiosity in Central and Eastern 
Europe, because the historical legacy of the role of the Communist state in 
promoting state atheism and repressing the church provides a stronger test 
case than Western democracies. There are many reasons why one might 
imagine that the spread of greater tolerance and freedom of worship, facil¬ 
itating competition among religious institutions, might prove conducive to 
greater religious activity among the public. But so far the range of evidence 
using multiple indicators fails to support the supply-side claims. 


Functional Theories and the Social Role 
of Religious Institutions 

As discussed earlier, the alternative classic functionalist account derives 
originally from Emile Durkheim’s seminal sociology of religion. For func¬ 
tionalists, the public gradually deserted churches as societies industrialized 
due to the process of functional differentiation and specialization, where the 
church’s comprehensive role for education, health, and welfare was gradu¬ 
ally displaced by other institutions offering an extensive series of public ser¬ 
vices. During the medieval era, for example, the seminaries trained priests, 
hospices and apothecaries cared for the sick, and alms-houses provided 
refuge for the poor. Through disestablishment and the growth of state- 
funded schools, churches lost their educational monopoly and thereby their 
ability to mold, inculcate, and socialize young minds into religious habits 
and beliefs. Churches continue to run schools and orphanages, but their 
staff became trained, certified, and accountable to professional bodies and 
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state regulators located outside the church’s control. Universities became 
the home of scientific knowledge, technical skills, and professional train¬ 
ing. In healthcare, medieval beliefs in magical cures, homeopathic reme¬ 
dies, and spiritual healers were gradually displaced by reliance upon modern 
hospitals, surgical intervention, drug-based medicine subject to testing by 
random experiments and certified by professional regulators, and trained 
medical staff. Even the important residual functions of the church to provide 
social and communication networks within local communities, to reinforce 
social sanctions, and to maintain the institutions of marriage and the family, 
were eroded by the proliferation of channels of mass communication, as well 
as by changes in the mores governing traditional relationships in the family, 
marriage, and childcare. The growing separation of church and state across 
Europe meant that the legitimacy and power of spiritual authorities in the 
medieval era was challenged by the rise of legal-bureaucratic states in indus¬ 
trialized societies, and eventually by democratically elected governments. 49 
As a result of institutional differentiation, where alternative organizations 
have developed an extensive range of functions for schooling, healthcare, 
and care of dependents, then although a residual spiritual or moral role for 
the church may persist, the social role of religious institutions is believed 
to have diminished in people’s lives. 

If this argument were correct, then religious participation should have 
weakened most in postindustrial societies where the social welfare role of 
religious institutions has been displaced most fully by public services for 
health, education, and social security provided by the state sector, and in¬ 
deed there is some evidence supporting this argument. 50 To examine evi¬ 
dence here we can compare public perceptions of the different functions 
and competencies of religious authorities. The Values Surveys asked people 
to agree or disagree with the following statements: “Generally speaking, do 
you think that the religious authorities in your country are giving adequate answers 
to... 

• The moral problems and needs of the individual. 

• The problems offatnily life. 

• People's spiritual needs. 

• The social problems facing our country today." 

This is an imperfect measure of the perceived role of the church, since re¬ 
sponses may relate more strongly to the performance and competency of 
the clergy, rather than reflecting attitudes toward the legitimate role of re¬ 
ligious institutions per se. Competency and legitimacy can remain distinct; 
for example there are well-established patterns in how far the American 
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Table 4.4. The Perceived Functions of Religious Authorities 


Moral Role Spiritual Role Family Role 
Type of Society (% Agree) (% Agree) (% Agree) 

Social Role 
(% Agree) 

Total 

Function 

Scale 

Postindustrial 

39 

34 

39 

58 

1.6 

Industrial 

59 

53 

59 

76 

2.4 

Agrarian 

75 

72 

75 

80 

3.0 

All nations 

57 

51 

57 

72 

2.3 


note: “Generally speaking, do you think that the religious authorities in your country are 
giving adequate answers to... 

• The moral problems and needs of the individual. 

• The problems of family life. 

• People’s spiritual needs. 

• The social problems facing our country today. ” 

(Yes/No) Percentage who agree. 

Source: WVS data, pooled 1981-2001. 

public dislikes Congress as an institution, and yet how far they often ap¬ 
prove of the particular elected representative from their own district. Nev¬ 
ertheless if, as functionalists suggest, the institutional role of the church 
has been displaced in advanced industrialized societies by the process of 
institutional differentiation and the rise of the welfare state, then we would 
expect that perceptions of the social role of religious authorities would have 
been eroded most by this process, while leaving their spiritual and moral 
role intact. We can analyze the evidence by comparing how far agrarian, 
industrial, and postindustrial societies differed in perceptions of the moral, 
spiritual, family, and social roles of religious authorities. 

Table 4.4 confirms that the perceived role of religious authorities was 
indeed strongest, as expected, in agrarian societies, where about three- 
quarters or more of the public felt that religious authorities played an im¬ 
portant moral, spiritual, family, and social role. In postindustrial societies, 
by contrast, between one-third and one-half of the public agreed with the 
important moral, spiritual, and family roles of the church. Yet at the same 
time stronger support was expressed in postindustrial societies for the role 
of religious authorities in dealing with “the social problems facing our country 
today ” (supported by 58%) rather than in their capacity to deal with “ peo¬ 
ple’s spiritual needs ” (supported by only 34%). This is the reverse of what 
would have been expected if the church’s role in philanthropy, education, 
and healthcare had been eroded most sharply by societal modernization, as 
the functionalist argument claims. More direct measures would be needed, 
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evaluating the perceived legitimacy of the role of religious authorities com¬ 
pared with many other types of leaders, to explore this issue in greater 
depth. But the available data used here does not appear to give any direct 
support to the functionalist argument. 


The Role of Security and Economic Inequality 

The explanations that we have considered, including both supply-side re¬ 
ligious markets and the traditional functional arguments, have therefore 
provided only limited insights into the diversity of religious participation 
found in rich nations. To summarize, in postindustrial nations no empiri¬ 
cal support that we examined could explain why some rich nations are far 
more religious than others, and the study failed to establish a significant 
link between patterns of religious behavior and the indicators of religious 
pluralism, religious freedom, and the perceived functions of the church. 
But, of course, this still leaves us with the question that we considered at 
the start of the chapter: why are some societies such as the United States 
and Ireland persistently more religious in their habits and beliefs than com¬ 
parable Western nations sharing a Christian cultural heritage? 

Our answer rests on the same arguments that we have already developed 
at length to explain cross-national variations worldwide, namely patterns 
of human security and, in particular, conditions of socioeconomic inequal¬ 
ity. What matters for societal vulnerability, insecurity, and risk, that we 
believe drives religiosity, are not simply levels of national economic re¬ 
sources, but their distribution as well. The growth of the welfare state in 
industrialized nations ensures large sectors of the public against the worst 
risks of ill health and old age, penury and destitution, while private insur¬ 
ance schemes, the work of nonprofit charitable foundations, and access to 
financial resources have transformed security in postindustrial nations, and 
also reduced the vital role of religion in people’s lives. Even relatively afflu¬ 
ent nations have multiple pockets of long-term poverty, whether afflicting 
unemployed African Americans living in the inner cities of Los Angeles 
and Detroit, farm laborers in Sicily, or Bangladesh, Pakistani, and Indian 
emigres in Leicester and Birmingham. Populations typically most at risk 
in industrialized nations, capable of falling through the welfare safety net, 
include the elderly and children, single-parent female-headed households, 
the long-term disabled, homeless, and unemployed, and ethnic minorities. 
If we are correct that feelings of vulnerability are driving religiosity, even in 
rich nations, then this should be evident by comparing levels of economic 
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inequality across societies, as well as by looking at how far religiosity is 
strongest among the poorer sectors of society. 

We can analyze the distribution of economic resources in postindustrial 
societies by comparing the GINI coefficient, estimated in the latest available 
year by the World Bank, which measures the extent to which the distribu¬ 
tion of income among households within a society deviates from a perfectly 
equal distribution. The GINI coefficient ranges from perfect equality (o) 
to perfect inequality (too). Table 4.3 indicates that the Human Develop¬ 
ment Index fails to predict variations in levels of religious behavior within 
postindustrial nations, not surprisingly since all these countries are highly 
developed. Yet the level of economic inequality measured by the GINI co¬ 
efficient proves strongly and significantly related to both forms of religious 
behavior, but especially to the propensity to engage in individual religiosity 
through prayer. Figure 4.7 illustrates this relationship; the United States is 



Religious culture 

* Eastern 

* Protestant 

* Roman Catholic 

Rsq = 0.3765 


Low - Economic inequality - High 

Figure 4.7. Religiosity and Economic Inequality. Notes: How often pray? Q199: 
“How often do you pray to God outside of religious services? Would you say... Ev¬ 
ery day (7), more than once a week (6), once a week (5), at least once a month 
(4), several times a year (3), less often (2), never (1).’’ Mean frequency per so¬ 
ciety. Economic inequality is gauged by the GINI coefficient, latest year. World 
Bank 2002. Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 
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exceptionally high in religiosity in large part, we believe, because it is also 
one of the most unequal postindustrial societies under comparison. Rela¬ 
tively high levels of economic insecurity are experienced by many sectors 
of U.S. society, despite American affluence, due to the cultural emphasis on 
the values of personal responsibility, individual achievement, and mistrust 
of big government, limiting the role of public services and the welfare state 
for basic matters such as healthcare covering all the working population. 
Many American families, even in the professional middle classes, face risks 
of unemployment, the dangers of sudden ill heath without adequate pri¬ 
vate medical insurance, vulnerability to becoming a victim of crime, and 
the problems of paying for long-term care of the elderly. Americans face 
greater anxieties than citizens in other advanced industrialized countries 
about whether they will be covered by medical insurance, whether they 
will be fired arbitrarily, or whether they will be forced to choose between 
losing their job and devoting themselves to their newborn child. 51 The 
entrepreneurial culture and the emphasis on personal responsibility has de¬ 
livered overall prosperity but one trade-off is that the United States has 
greater income inequality than any other advanced industrial democracy. 52 
By comparison, despite recent restructuring, the secular Scandinavian and 
West European states remain some of the most egalitarian societies, with 
an expansive array of welfare services, including comprehensive health¬ 
care, social services, and pensions. 53 As Gill and Lundgaarde (forthcoming) 
demonstrate, high levels of welfare expenditure show a strong negative 
relationship with church attendance - even controlling for urbanization, 
literacy, religious pluralism, and other indicators of modernization. 

If this argument rested only on the cross-national comparisons then, of 
course, it would be too limited, as multiple other characteristics distinguish 
Western Europe and the United States. But evidence can also be examined 
at individual-level by looking at how far the distribution of income relates 
to religious behavior. The patterns in Figure 4.8 show that religiosity is sys¬ 
tematically related at individual-level to the distribution of income groups 
in postindustrial societies: the poor are ahnost twice as religions as the rich. Sim¬ 
ilar patterns can be found in the United States (see Figure 4.9); for example 
two-thirds (66%) of the least well-off income group pray daily, compared 
with 47% of the highest income group. 

No single indicator is ever sufficient by itself to confirm or refute the 
secularization thesis, since the specific choice of measures and concepts 
always remain open to question, studies use alternative time-periods and 
cross-national comparative frameworks, and often we lack the long-term 
evidence that would be more persuasive. Yet the range of evidence presented 
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Pray daily — — Religion “very" important 


Figure 4.8. Religiosity by Income in Postindustrial Societies. Note: The per¬ 
centage of the public who pray daily and who regard religion as very important 
by decile household income group (counting all wages, salaries, pensions and 
other incomes, before taxes and other deductions) in postindustrial societies. 
Source: World Values Study, pooled 1981-2001. 


here in postindustrial societies serves to confirm the broader pattern estab¬ 
lished in earlier chapters. Secularization is not a deterministic process but 
it is still one that is largely predictable, based on knowing just a few facts 
about levels of human development and socioeconomic equality in each 
country. Despite all the numerous possible explanatory factors that could 
be brought into the picture, from institutional structures, state restrictions 
on freedom of worship, the historical role of church-state relations, and 
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Pray daily Religion “very” important 

Linear (Pray daily) -- Linear (Religion “very” important) 

Figure 4.9. Religiosity by Income in the United States. Note: Linear trends in the 
percentage of the American public who pray daily and who regard religion as 
very important by decile household income group (counting all wages, salaries, 
pensions and other incomes, before taxes and other deductions). Source: World 
Values Study, pooled 1981-2001. 


patterns of denominational and church competition, the levels of societal 
and individual security in any society seem to provide the most persuasive 
and parsimonious explanation. But does this explanation continue to hold 
elsewhere, even in the Muslim world? We go on to test this thesis. 




5 


A Religious Revival in Post-Communist 
Europe? 


has a steady erosion of religion taken place in post-Communist nations, 
similar to the secularization process experienced in Western Europe? Or, 
as supply-side theory implies, has the last decade brought a resurgence of 
religiosity in this region, following the fall of communism? The literature 
remains divided about these issues in part because the limitations of the 
available evidence make it difficult to resolve this debate. As one com¬ 
mentator remarked, the former Communist states were uninterested in 
collecting any official statistics concerning religious affiliation and church 
attendance apart from intelligence to be used in its dismantling. 1 The oc¬ 
casional surveys that were conducted during the Soviet era were not based 
on representative national samples. During this period, responses to survey 
questions about religiosity may also have been constrained by fear of gov¬ 
ernmental sanctions. As a result, prior to the early 1990s, we lack reliable 
cross-national surveys allowing us to compare long-term trends in religious 
attitudes and behavior. Among the twenty-seven post-Communist Euro¬ 
pean nations that exist today, Hungary was the only one included in the 
1981 World Values Study, although Wave 2 conducted during the early 
1990s covered a dozen post-Communist states, Wave 3 during the mid- 
1990s expanded to twenty-two countries, and fourteen were surveyed in 
Wave 4 during 1999-2001. In the absence of reliable representative sur¬ 
veys conducted during the Communist era that would enable us to examine 


111 



112 


CASE STUDIES OF RELIGION AND POLITICS 


a long time-series, we think that the best alternative way to probe into 
long-term trends is to examine surveys carried out during the 1990s using 
generational comparisons, based on the assumption that the attitudes to¬ 
ward religion that were instilled during a given generation’s formative years 
will leave lasting traces in subsequent years. If we find substantial intergen- 
erational differences within given countries, they suggest (although they 
do not prove) the direction in which prevailing trends are moving. Where 
important cross-national differences are evident, such as contrasts between 
a relatively religious Romania and a relatively secular Estonia, then we need 
to explore their causes at the societal level, examining the role of such fac¬ 
tors as state regulation of religious institutions, and the impact of human 
development indicators. 

The Secularization versus Supply-Side Debate 

Theories of demand-side secularization and of supply-side religious mar¬ 
kets have both been used to explain developments in the region, but previous 
studies have been unable to resolve which is most clearly supported. On one 
hand, the traditional secularization thesis implies that religiosity has gradu¬ 
ally decayed in Central and Eastern Europe over successive decades, for the 
same reasons that operate in other industrialized societies. In particular, the 
salience of religious values and habitual churchgoing would be expected to 
erode as a society experiences the long-term transition from poorer agrar¬ 
ian to more affluent industrial states. Social policies in the Soviet Union 
emphasized the expansion of the welfare state, employment security, and 
widespread access to public services in healthcare, housing, unemployment 
benefits, childcare, and pensions. The state invested heavily in broadening 
access to schools and universities, so that by the early 1980s levels of partic¬ 
ipation in higher education in Soviet bloc nations were only slightly behind 
those in the West. 2 Official repression of religion would be expected to have 
reinforced these factors, although its impact varied widely from one coun¬ 
try to another: in Poland, for example, Soviet-led attempts at repression of 
religion were counter-productive, leading the Polish people to emphasize 
their attachment to religion as a way to preserve their Polish identity. After 
the collapse of communism, the tendency toward secularization linked with 
development should have accelerated in countries that experienced a suc¬ 
cessful transition to democracy, such as Poland, Hungary, and the Czech 
Republic, and more secure external relationships where states are becoming 
integrated into the European Union and NATO. In those post-Communist 
societies where people’s lives gradually became more secure during the late 
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twentieth century, a simple version of the modernization thesis would lead 
us to expect a linear relationship between age and religious values (such as 
the importance attached to religion), as well as between age and religious 
participation (such as attendance at religious services and daily prayer): in 
both cases, we would expect to find that the young were less religious than 
the old. Conversely, religion would be expected to remain strong among 
both young and old in post-Communist agrarian societies that remain poor 
and underdeveloped (such as Albania, Moldova, and Azerbaijan), for the 
same reasons that apply to other low-income societies around the world. 
Countries such as Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan in Central 
Asia lost ground markedly during the 1990s, with economies characterized 
by large numbers of peasant farmers, faltering heavy manufacturing indus¬ 
try, structural underemployment, negative growth, poor basic healthcare, 
shrinking average life spans, social inequality, and widespread poverty (with 
per capita Gross National Incomes in 2000 below $5,000). 

Support for the traditional secularization thesis can be found in the lit¬ 
erature. For example, Need and Evans compared patterns of religiosity in 
1993-1994 in ten post-Communist societies that they classified as predomi¬ 
nately Catholic (the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Lithuania, Slovakia) 
and Orthodox (Belarus, Bulgaria, Romania, Russia, and Ukraine). Tested 
with both linear and logged age regression models, the study reports that 
rates of church participation usually showed a pattern of linear decline as one 
moved from older to younger generations, precisely as secularization the¬ 
ory implies. 3 Qualitative case studies also support these findings; Borowik 
argues that the break-up of the Soviet Union brought a radical shift in Cen¬ 
tral and Eastern Europe when the legal position of the churches changed 
dramatically, with the new regimes recognizing freedom of religion as a 
basic human right. 4 In Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, the number of those 
who declared their belief in God and their adherence to the Orthodox tra¬ 
dition rose in the short term, immediately after the fall of communism, but 
the study found that commitment to the Church, and the level of religious 
practice, are as low today as in the most secularized Western European 
societies. Borowik concludes that the contemporary picture of religiosity 
in these countries, where atheism was imposed for many years, remains 
quite similar to that in Western Europe, where secularization developed 
spontaneously. Kaariainen also concludes that a brief religious resurgence 
occurred in Russia at the beginning of the 1990s, but after that the situation 
stabilized. By the late 1990s, he found, only one-third of the Russian popu¬ 
lation considered themselves believers, the majority remaining indifferent 
toward religion. Furthermore, because of their atheist heritage, most people 
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have only a cursory knowledge of common Orthodox beliefs and many also 
believe in astrology, magic, reincarnation, and so on. The Russian Orthodox 
Church is respected but only a minority of the people describe themselves 
as Orthodox. Despite the growing number of churches and parishes across 
the country, Kaariainen found that Russians go to church less often than 
other Europeans. 5 Some have also emphasized that new forms of “indi¬ 
vidualized” spirituality outside the church are emerging in Central and 
Eastern Europe. 6 

If the process of secularization is related to human development and exis¬ 
tential security, as the evidence presented earlier in this book suggests, then 
we might expect the long-term erosion of religiosity across a broad range 
of post-Communist societies to be more complex than simpler versions of 
modernization theory suggest. Where living standards have gradually risen 
in the region, this should tend to erode religiosity gradually over succeed¬ 
ing birth cohorts, as traditional secularization theory suggests. On the other 
hand, the collapse of living standards and the disappearance of the welfare 
state that occurred during the past decade would lead us to expect a short¬ 
term revival of religiosity in low- to moderate-income societies, especially 
for the more vulnerable segments of the population such as the elderly liv¬ 
ing on dwindling state pensions while facing hyperinflation in food and fuel 
costs. Widespread feelings of existential insecurity were also engendered by 
the sudden introduction of neo-liberal free markets, which produced severe 
recessions, throwing millions of public sector employees out of work; and 
where household savings are threatened by hyperinflation (as in Azerbaijan 
and Belarus); where political stability and government leadership is under¬ 
mined by scandals over corruption or a banking crisis; and where ethnic con¬ 
flict sharply worsens or where domestic security is threatened by secessionist 
movements, as in the Chechnya conflict. 7 In the most dramatic case, the dis¬ 
integration of the former Yugoslavian republic led to the outbreak of bloody 
civil war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, heightening ethno-religious identities and 
the salience of religiosity among the Catholic, Orthodox, and Muslim com¬ 
munities co-existing in the Balkans. The theory of secularization based on 
existential security therefore predicts that the process of societal modern¬ 
ization in post-Communist Europe would tend to generate a long-term lin¬ 
ear decline of religiosity over successive birth cohorts, but that this gradual 
transformation would tend to be offset by short-term factors linked with the 
collapse of communism. Thus (i) it will only occur in those Central and East 
European countries that have experienced a long-term process of human 
development and economic equality, (2) it will be clearest among the most 
secure and affluent social sectors, and also (3) specific countries in the region 
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are likely to experience a short-term revival of religiosity if conditions since 
the fall of communism generate widespread feelings of sharply diminished 
existential security. 

In contrast to this interpretation, a very different set of expectations 
is generated by theories of supply-side religious markets. The evidence 
considered earlier threw serious doubt on the capacity of this theory to 
explain variations within Western Europe, but it might be that this ac¬ 
count provides a more convincing case under the conditions operating in 
post-Communist states. Supply-side theory emphasizes that patterns of re¬ 
ligiosity in post-Communist states are determined by the role of religious 
organizations competing actively for “hearts and minds,” and in particu¬ 
lar the degree of state regulation of the church. During the Soviet era, 
religious organizations were strongly constrained or persecuted through¬ 
out most of Central and Eastern Europe, with the “Godless” Communist 
party actively promoting atheist beliefs and practice. 8 Religion was not de¬ 
stroyed, but it was strongly discouraged in most of these societies. 9 The 
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the collapse of communism brought 
a radical change in the relationship between church and state, with free¬ 
dom of religion becoming officially recognized as a basic human right and 
a multitude of denominations becoming free to compete for followers. If 
the policy of atheism under the Soviet state discouraged religiosity, then 
we might expect a curvilinear pattern of age differences in religiosity. We 
might expect to find a U-shaped curve, with religiosity being relatively 
strong among the older generation that grew up in pre-Communist soci¬ 
eties, and also the youngest cohort that came of age under more liberal 
conditions, while by contrast the middle-aged generation should prove the 
least religious. This can be tested by seeing whether age is most closely 
related to indicators of religiosity in either a linear (monotonic) or a logged 
(curvilinear) fashion. 

Some studies have detected support for this thesis; for example, Greeley 
compared public opinion toward religion in nine former Communist coun¬ 
tries, mostly located in the Baltics and Central Europe (Russia, Hungary, 
Slovenia, Slovakia, East Germany, Poland, Latvia, Bulgaria, and the Czech 
Republic), derived from analysis of the 1991 and 1998 International Social 
Survey Program. 10 Greeley found that common Christian beliefs, such as 
faith in God and in reincarnation, are quite widespread in this region. He 
argues that generational comparisons of these beliefs suggest a curvilinear 
U-shaped curve, with the oldest and the post-1960s generation being more 
likely to express faith than the middle-aged. Greeley concludes that a revival 
in religious convictions has occurred among the younger generation in the 
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region, especially in Russia, although he acknowledges that this has not, as 
yet, been accompanied by a rise in church attendance. Other dimensions 
of religious behavior, including affiliation to the Orthodox Church and 
engagement in prayer, remain relatively low and show clear erosion over 
successive birth cohorts. 11 Another study by Froese also concludes that the 
supply-side theory fits the cases of Hungary, Poland, and East Germany, 
where a religious resurgence occurred after independence, driven, he be¬ 
lieves, by a revival of church organizations. 12 

Additional Relevant Factors 

The debate between secularization demand-siders and religious market 
supply-siders has been difficult to resolve, in part because of the limited 
time-series survey data that is available, but also because previous studies 
have focused on different periods and comparative frameworks. One clas¬ 
sic danger in the case study approach, focusing on historical studies of the 
role of the church in given countries such as Poland or the United States, 
is that specific countries can be selected to fit almost any given theory. 
The ten-nation comparative study by Need and Evans was more wide- 
ranging, but it was based on surveys conducted during the early 1990s, 
just a few years after independence, when many societies remained in the 
midst of democratic and neo-liberal market economic transitions. Gener¬ 
ational changes emerge too slowly to be captured so quickly. Any gener¬ 
ational shifts in religious values and beliefs that did occur after indepen¬ 
dence would take many years to become apparent. Most comparative survey 
work has also analyzed religiosity among Catholic Central European coun¬ 
tries, with less attention given to developments in Eastern Orthodox and in 
Muslim societies. 

This limits the generalizations that can be drawn about post-Communist 
Europe, as dramatic contrasts are evident within this vast region, stretch¬ 
ing longitudinally from the Baltic to the Bering Strait and latitudinally 
from the Arctic to the Caucuses. Societies in Central and Eastern Europe 
differ significantly in numerous factors that could plausibly act as in¬ 
tervening variables conditioning the relationship between age and reli¬ 
gion. These factors include a society’s experiences during the transition 
and consolidation of democracy, as well as in its historical religious cul¬ 
ture, the duration of Soviet rule, the relationship between church and 
state under Communism, the success of its economic adjustment to the 
free market during the last decade, its integration into international or¬ 
ganizations such as NATO and the European Union, as well as in its 
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degree of ethno-religious homogeneity and fractionalization. Any system¬ 
atic study therefore will need to utilize multivariate analysis controlling 
for the intervening factors that could affect the relationship between age 
and religiosity. 

The most successful post-Communist societies, such as Poland, 
Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, and the Czech Republic, have developed stable 
representative democracies with multiparty competition, free elections, and 
thriving civic societies. With economies that adjusted relatively successfully 
to the free market, and positive rates of economic growth, by the end of 2000 
these nations achieved per capita incomes ranging from $8,000 to $16,000. 
Just over a decade after achieving independence, these countries entered 
the European Union and NATO. The Baltic states, Latvia, Lithuania, and 
Estonia also engineered a fairly rapid transition from a Soviet-style com¬ 
mand economy to the free market and integration with Western Europe. 
By contrast, economic growth and progress on human rights and politi¬ 
cal liberties proved sluggish, or even failed outright, in many other former 
Communist nations. Russian per capita GDP fell by 6% per year during 
the 1990s, while economic inequality (measured by the GINI coefficient) 
rose to the highest level in the region, and the average life expectancy de¬ 
clined sharply. Belarus under President Lukashenko experienced economic 
stagnation and decline, experiencing 33% fall in per capita GDP from 
1990-1999, together with hyperinflation of consumer prices, and rigged 
elections. The countries of the South Caucuses and Central Asia are char¬ 
acterized by failing economies, repressive regimes with no transition to even 
competitive elections, and endemic poverty and hardship. Azerbaijan has 
considerable reservoirs of oil and gas, but GDP fell by a massive 9.6% an¬ 
nually during the 1990s, and the ruling regime has often been criticized for 
extensive corruption and vote rigging. Kyrgyzstan has experienced flawed 
parliamentary and presidential elections, the harassment and imprisonment 
of opposition leaders, and the closure of dissident newspapers, as well as 
negative annual economic growth during the last decade. In this country, 
with average per capita income around $2,420, the economy has failed: fac¬ 
tories remain closed, unemployment has soared, and malnutrition is rife. 
After the breakdown of Boviet control, Balkan societies within the former 
Yugoslavia descended into chaos and the bloody Bosnian war, fueled by 
deep-rooted ethnic conflict. 

In short, post-Communist societies have shown very diverse rates of 
progress toward democratization and economic development, and the 
historical relationships between church and state also differed radically. 
Johnston suggests that public religiosity continues to be relatively high 
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in nations where the church was actively involved in resistance against the 
Soviet regime and the struggle for independence. 13 In Poland and the Czech 
Republic, for example, the role of the Catholic Church in opposing the 
Communist state, and the Western orientation and organizational links of 
Roman Catholicism, meant that the Church maintained or even strength¬ 
ened its role after independence. Strassberg argues that the Catholic Church 
has been involved in politics throughout the history of Poland, and after 
1945 it functioned as the main opposition to the Communist party. 14 In 
this regard, Polish Catholicism became associated with nationalism, free¬ 
dom, human rights, and democracy. 15 By contrast, in Hungary the state 
established a policy of a “church within socialism,” where the credibility 
of the Catholic Church was eroded by collaboration with the Communist 
government. Religious freedoms expanded after Hungarian independence, 
but nevertheless people did not flock back to the Church. 16 In Croatia, 
by contrast, during the Bosnian war religion played a key symbolic role 
in reinforcing a sense of distinct national identity, distinguishing between 
the Catholic Croats, the Orthodox Serbs, and the Islamic groups in Bosnia 
and elsewhere. 17 

Comparisons also need to take account of the historically predominant 
religious culture in each nation, since the Soviet Union included Catholic, 
Protestant, Orthodox, and Muslim societies. In previous chapters we found 
that beliefs and values differed in Western Europe by the type of pre¬ 
dominant faith, and Need and Evans also found that Catholics in Cen¬ 
tral and Eastern Europe are generally more regular churchgoers than Or¬ 
thodox Christians. 18 The post-Communist countries in the World Values 
Survey include seven Catholic societies - Croatia, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia. From 70% to 95% of 
the population is Catholic in these countries, with a substantial Protestant 
minority in Hungary. The survey also covers eleven Eastern Orthodox soci¬ 
eties, including Armenia, Belarus, Bulgaria, Georgia, Macedonia, Moldova, 
Montenegro, Romania, Russia, Ukraine, and Serbia. Some of these coun¬ 
tries contain more homogeneous populations than others, with substantial 
religious minorities (of 10% or more) coexisting in Belarus (Catholics), 
Bulgarian (Muslims), Macedonia (Muslims), and Montenegro (Muslims 
and Catholics), as well as smaller populations of Muslims and Catholics 
living elsewhere. The Protestant ex-Communist societies in the survey 
include Estonia, East Germany, and Latvia, and there are three Muslim 
ex-Communist nations, Albania, Azerbaijan, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, al¬ 
though both Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina contain substantial Catholic 
and Orthodox minorities. 
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Generational Change in Religiosity 

Because time-series data covering a reasonably long period of time (such as 
the five decades that were used to test secularization in Western countries) 
are not available from the ex-Communist countries, we will use generational 
comparisons of the twenty-two post-Communist societies covered in the 
World Values Survey (WVS) as a proxy indicator of long-term change. We 
will compare linear and logged regression models to see which provides a 
better fit to the data. Our revised version of secularization theory implies 
that we should find a linear relationship between age and religious par¬ 
ticipation, with religiosity falling through successive birth cohorts, in the 
economically more developed societies. If, however, we find no significant 
age-related differences; or that the young are more religious than the old; or 
a curvilinear relationship between age and religiosity, it will tend to refute 
our theory (and we will we need to explore further the causes of any appar¬ 
ent religious revival among the younger generation). We will also compare 
patterns of religiosity in given societies, to see whether post-Communist 
countries vary systematically according to their level of human development 
and economic equality, as predicted by the theory of secularization and ex¬ 
istential security - or whether state regulation of religious institutions and 
religious pluralism proves a more convincing explanation, as the supply-side 
thesis contends. As in previous chapters, our core dependent variables will 
be religious values, measured by the importance of religion, and religious 
participation, as indicated by frequency of attendance at services of worship, 
and by frequency of prayer. For comparison with the work of Greeley, we 
will also determine whether any generational differences exist in a range 
of common religious beliefs. In general we anticipate that generational dif¬ 
ferences will be strongest with religious values, although if they exist, these 
will also tend to be linked with one’s patterns of religious behavior. 

Table 5.1 presents the results of the fitted regression models for age in 
years, using all the pooled surveys in post-Communist Europe from 1995 
to 2001. The results of the models show that for all the dependent variables 
except one (belief in life after death) the linear models provide a slightly 
better fit than the logged ones. Among all post-Communist societies, across 
nearly all indicators, we find that (1) religiosity was stronger among the older 
generation than among the young; and (2) the age-related differences tend 
to be linear, rather than curvilinear. 19 This is precisely the pattern that is 
predicted by the theory of secularization and existential security. 

To illustrate these patterns graphically, and to help examine variations 
across these countries, the trends by birth cohort are shown for religious 
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Table 5.1. Age and Religiosity in Post-Communist Europe, Without Controls 



Linear Age Effects 

Logged Age Effects 


R 2 

Sig. 

R 2 

Sig. 

RELIGIOUS PARTICIPATION 

Religious participation 

.006 

.000 

.005 

.000 

Frequency of prayer 

.039 

.000 

.032 

.000 

RELIGIOUS VALUES 

Importance of religion 

.026 

.000 

.022 

.000 

Importance of God 

.016 

.000 

.013 

.000 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

Believe in God 

.008 

.000 

.006 

.000 

Believe in life after death 

.001 

.000 

.002 

.000 

Believe in hell 

.001 

.000 

.000 

N/s 

Believe in heaven 

.001 

.000 

.000 

.000 

Believe in soul 

.000 

N/s 

.000 

N/s 


notes: The models represent the results of individual-level regression analysis models 
where age [in years) was regressed as a linear or logged variable on indicators of 
religiosity, without any prior controls, using curvefit. The coefficients represent the 
amount of variance [R 2 ] in religiosity, and the significance of the relationship, explained 
by age. N = 18,595; N/s = Not significant; Sig. = Significance. Religious values: “How 
important is religion in your life ?” Very (4), rather (3), not very (2), or not at all [1). 
Religious participation: “Do you attend religious services several times a week, once a week, 
a few times during the year, once a year or less, or never?” The percentage that reported 
attending religious services “several times a week" or “once a week.” Frequency of prayer: 
Q199: “How often do you pray to God outside of religious services? Would you say... Every 
day (7), more than once a week (6), once a week (5), at least once a month (4), 
several times a year (3), less often (2), never (1).’’ Mean frequency per type of society. 
Importance of God scale: “How important is God in your life? Please use this scale to 
indicate - 10 means very important and 1 means not at all important.” Mean per nation. 
Religious beliefs: Whether respondents expressed belief in God, in heaven, in hell, in life 
after death, and in whether people have a soul. 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1995-2001. 


values (in Figure 5.1) and for religious participation (Figure 5.2). Linear 
and logged regression models for the effects of age on religious values and 
participation were also run for each nation. Regardless of whether we fo¬ 
cus on religious values or religious participation, the results show two clear 
patterns. First, there is a clear overall decline in all indicators of religiosity 
across successive birth cohorts; the older generations are almost always sig¬ 
nificantly more religious than the young. Second, there are important dif¬ 
ferences in levels of religiosity in post-Communist societies today, similar to 
those we have already observed in Western Europe. Poland, Romania, and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, for example, tend to be consistently more religious 
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Figure 5.1. Religious Values by Cohort of Birth. Note: The proportion saying 
that religion was “very important” to their lives, with the regression line of the 
trend. Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1990-2001. 


than East Germany, Estonia, and Montenegro. For the moment, we will 
leave aside the causes of these cross-national contrasts (which could be due 
to such factors as the historical relationship between church and state, or 
differences in levels of human development). These cross-national contrasts 
are interesting in themselves: the countries where the older generation is 
most secular generally display relatively flat patterns across successive birth 
cohorts - while in those countries in which the older generation is rela¬ 
tively religious, we find a more dramatic decline in religiosity among the 
younger cohorts. In other words, we find much stronger indications of 
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Figure 5.2. Religious Participation by Cohort of Birth. Note: Religious partici¬ 
pation (the proportion that attended church at least weekly) by cohort of birth, 
with the regression line of the trend. Source: World Values Survey, pooled 
1990-2001. 


historical change in some countries than in others. The generational con¬ 
trasts are most marked in Hungary, Moldova, and Romania, and less evident 
in some other nations with a more secular older generation, such as in East 
Germany, Estonia, and Latvia. These trends are strikingly similar whether 
the comparisons are based on the importance of religious values, atten¬ 
dance at services of worship, or the frequency of prayer, which enhances 
our confidence that we are dealing with a robust and reliable phenomenon. 

To control for the many other factors that could affect the relationship 
between age and religiosity, we will use multivariate analysis to confirm 
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Table 5.2. Explaining Individual Religious Participation in 
Post-Communist Europe 


B s.e. Beta Sig. 


Societal level of human development 
(HDI 1998) 

SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

Age (linear in years) 

Male gender (0 women/1 men) 
Education (4-point scale low to high) 
Income (10-point scale low to high) 

RELIGIOUS VALUES AND BELIEFS 

Importance of religion (4-point scale 
low to high) 

Religious beliefs (5-point scale) 

TYPE OF RELIGIOUS FAITH 

Protestant 

Catholic 

Orthodox 

Muslim 

Constant 

R 2 


.992 

.314 

.016 

.002 

.001 

.001 

.008 

.050 

-.164 

.017 

-.041 

.000 

.207 

.012 

.074 

.000 

OO 

0 

f 

.003 

-.023 

.000 

.594 

.010 

.308 

.000 

.312 

.006 

.232 

.000 

1.10 

.046 

.105 

.000 

1.67 

.025 

.377 

.000 

.565 

.023 

.130 

.000 

-.080 

.080 

-.004 

N/s 


-1.097 

.453 


note: Models use ordinary least squares regression analysis with religious partici¬ 
pation (7-point scale measuring frequency of attendance at services of worship) as 
the dependent variable measured at individual level in 22 post-Communist societies. 
The table lists the unstandardized regression coefficient (B), the standard error 
(s.e.), the standardized regression coefficient (Beta), and the significance (Sig.) of 
the coefficients. N = 32,348. Religious participation: “Do you attend religious services 
several times a week, once a week, a few times during the year, once a year or less, 
or neverV’ The percentage that reported attending religious services “several times a 
week” or “once a week.” Importance of religion scale: “How important is religion in 
your life?" 4-point scale. Religious beliefs: Whether respondents expressed belief in 
God, in heaven, in hell, in life after death, and in whether people have a soul. Type 
of religious faith: Dummy variables (0/1) for whether the respondent belonged to 
each type of major world religion. 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1990-2001. 


whether these patterns hold up - or seem to reflect the influence of specific 
variables. The regression models in Table 5.2 control for the society’s 
level of human development as well as for the standard social and atti- 
tudinal variables that Chapter 3 demonstrated tend to influence patterns 
of churchgoing, such as gender, education, and income, in addition to the 
impact of religious values and beliefs, and belonging to different world 
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religions. The pooled World Values Survey 1990-2001 is used to analyze 
patterns across the twenty-two post-Communist societies. The results show 
that the linear effects of age continue to be significant even with these mul¬ 
tiple controls, with religiosity continuing to be stronger among the older 
generations. A similar regression model was replicated using logged age and 
the beta coefficients for age proved slightly weaker and statistically insignif¬ 
icant (at the conventional .05 level). The other social and attitudinal factors 
performed as expected, with religious attendance in post-Communist soci¬ 
eties being relatively strong among women, the less educated, and the less 
affluent, as well as (unsurprisingly) among those who held religious values 
and beliefs. Catholics were the most regular churchgoers, with Protestants 
and Orthodox being moderate in attendance, and Muslims in this region 
the least likely to attend services of worship. The analysis of individual reli¬ 
giosity in post-Communist Europe therefore largely confirms the patterns 
found earlier in Western Europe, meaning that we do not need to resort to 
particularistic explanations based on factors distinctive to the history of the 
church under the Soviet state, whether the traditional beliefs and practices 
of the Eastern Orthodox church, the repression or persecution of Catholic 
leaders, or the cultural legacy of the Communist Party. Nevertheless there 
remain important national contrasts within the region, such as between 
religious Poland and secular Russia, which require further exploration. 

The Impact of Religious Markets versus the Impact 
of Human Development 

To examine the societal-level factors that could be causing the cross-national 
differences, we can compare how far religiosity is systematically related to 
religious markets and societal development. Four indicators are compared 
to see how strongly these correlated with the indicators of religious values, 
beliefs, and participation that we have used throughout this book. 

Religious Pluralism 

The supply-side theory of Stark and Finke suggests that the degree of 
competition among religious institutions plays a crucial role in creating 
religious vigor; and above all, that religious pluralism increases religious 
participation. 20 Religious pluralism is gauged here by the Herfindahl Index 
used in earlier chapters, as calculated by Alesina and colleagues using the 
data on the major religious populations derived from the Encyclopaedia 
BritannicaBookofthe Year 2001 . 21 The religious pluralism index is calculated 
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as the standard Herfindahl indicator for each country, ranging from zero 
to one. 

State Regulation of Religion 

A related hypothesis developed by Greeley argues that state regulation of 
religion in the Soviet Union restricted the churches, but that a religious 
revival occurred after the fall of Communism in countries where there is 
a strong constitutional division between church and state, protecting reli¬ 
gious freedom of worship and toleration of different denominations, with¬ 
out hindrance to particular sects and faiths (which, of course, would tend 
to enhance the degree of religious pluralism). In Communist China, for ex¬ 
ample, observers suggest that the state continues to actively repress, ban, or 
deter religious practices, exemplified by the prosecutions, killings, torture, 
and arrests practiced since 1999 against members of the Falun Gong cult. 22 

To examine this argument, we need to make a systematic comparison of 
state-church relations, and the degree of religious tolerance that now ex¬ 
ists. To generate such a comparison, the degree of religious freedom in the 
twenty-seven nation states in post-Communist Europe was classified based 
on information for each country contained in the U.S. State Department 
report on International Religious Freedom, 2002, a comprehensive compari¬ 
son of state regulation and restrictions of all world faiths. 23 As discussed in 
Chapter 2, the Religious Freedom Index that we developed focuses upon 
the relationship of the state and church, including issues such as whether the 
constitution limits freedom of religion, whether the government restricts 
some denominations, cults, or sects, and whether there is an established 
church. The index was classified according to the twenty criteria listed in 
Appendix C, with each item coded 0/1. The 2 o-point scale was then reversed 
so that a higher score represents greater religious freedom. 

Societal Development 

For comparison, we also examined how far the indicators of religiosity 
correlated with the Human Development Index and also with change in 
per capita GDP from 1990 to 2000 (measured in Purchasing Power Parity 
estimates in U.S. dollars), both of which are regarded as core indicators of 
societal modernization and human security. 

The simple correlations in Table 5.3, without any prior controls, show 
that, despite the legacy of seven decades of Soviet repression of the church, 
the Religious Freedom Index was not significantly related (at the .05 
level) to any of the indicators of religiosity used in this study, whether of 
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Table 5.3. Explaining Societal-Level Religiosity in Post-Communist Europe 



Religious Market 
Indicators 

Societal Development 
Indicators 



Religious 

Freedom 

Scale 

Human 

Religious Development 
Pluralism Index, 1998 

Change in per 
capita GDP, 
1990-2000 

N. 


R Sig. 

R Sig. 

R Sig. 

R Sig. 

Nations 

RELIGIOUS 

PARTICIPATION 

Religious participation 

.011 

-.466* 

-.069 

-.118 

22 

How often pray? 

-.305 

-.747“ 

-.060 

-.123 

14 

RELIGIOUS VALUES 

Importance of religion 

-.335 

-.285 

-.467* 

-.468* 

20 

Importance of God 

-.333 

.032 

-.621** 

-.590“ 

21 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS 

Believe in God 

-.313 

.035 

-.684*** 

-.693** 

21 

Believe in life 

-.275 

-.091 

.070 

-.102 

20 

after death 

Believe in hell 

-.396 

-.098 

-.399 

-.489* 

21 

Believe in heaven 

-.356 

-.129 

-.246 

-.332 

20 

Believe in soul 

-.228 

.399 

-.595“ 

-.673“ 

20 


note: Macro-level regression models of the impact of the religious market and societal 
development indicators on the dependent variables in 22 post-Communist societies, 
without any prior controls. ‘Correlation is significant (Sig.) at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
“Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Religious Freedom Index, 2002: 
see the Technical Appendix at the end of Chapter 6, Table A6.1, and text for details. 
This is an expanded and updated version of the Chaves and Cann (1992) scale. Religious 
pluralism: The Herfindahl Index of religious pluralism or fractionalization, from Alesina 
et al. 2003. See Chapter 4 note 32 for details of its construction. Human Development 
Index, 1998: Index based on longevity, literacy, and education, and per capita GDP (in 
PPP), UNDP Human Development Report 2002, New York: UNDP/Oxford University Press. 
Change in Per Capita Gross Domestic Product, 1990-2000: World Bank, World Development 
Indicators, 2002. 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1990-2001. 


participation, values, or beliefs. Of course this could be due in part to the 
limited number of cases, but even if this conventional test is relaxed, the cor¬ 
relation coefficients that did emerge were usually negative, which is in the 
opposite direction to that suggested by religious market theory. The results 
suggest that greater religious freedom in post-Communist nations is asso¬ 
ciated with lower, not higher, levels of religiosity. Religious pluralism was 
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strongly and significantly related to religious participation and frequency of 
prayer, but again, contrary to religious market theory, in a negative direction. 
Post-Communist countries with more heterogeneous religious cultures and 
institutions proved to be more secular, not more religious, than those where 
religion is more homogeneous. The other indicators of religiosity showed 
insignificant correlations, but all but one was negatively related to pluralism. 
Our findings not only fail to support supply-side religious markets theory - 
they have the opposite sign from that which religious market theory would 
predict: in post-Communist Europe, religious pluralism is linked with rel¬ 
atively low levels of religiosity. 

By contrast, the indicators of societal security show that religious values 
are negatively related to both human development and levels of affluence, 
as implied by the theory of secularization and existential security. People 
living in post-Communist countries that had achieved the most successful 
transition, with higher standards of living, longevity, and education, also 
regarded religion as less important to their lives than the publics living in 
poorer and less secure states in the region. Similar patterns were evident 
for belief in God. The other coefficients proved statistically insignificant, 
given the limited number of cases, although again their direction usually 
pointed in the expected direction. 

To explore this further the results were examined in multivariate mod¬ 
els (in Table 5.4) monitoring the combined effects of human development 
and religious markets on the mean level of religious values (the impor¬ 
tance of God scale) measured at societal-level, and some scatter grams 
illustrating the relationships under comparison. Figure 5.3 tests the ex¬ 
tent to which religious values (the 10-point importance of God scale) can 
be predicted in post-Communist Europe using standard indicators of hu¬ 
man security, including the Human Development Index and the rate of 
economic growth during the last decade. These factors predict the vital¬ 
ity of religion in people’s lives in this region so successfully that we do 
not need to resort to institutional explanations based on the history of the 
relationship between the church and state, the persecution of religious au¬ 
thorities, levels of rivalry and competition among religious organizations, 
or whether a particular culture is mainly Catholic or Protestant, Orthodox 
or Muslim. The sharp contrast in the scatter grams between the secu¬ 
lar values evident in Czech Republic and Estonia, and the spiritual values 
manifested in Romania and Albania, can largely be attributed simply to 
different levels of human development and thus the social conditions of 
greater security. 
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Table S.4. Explaining Societal Religious Values in Post-Communist Europe 



B 

s.e. 

Beta 

Sig. 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

Level of human development (HDI 1998) 

-17.99 

5.97 

-.602 

.008 

RELIGIOUS MARKETS 

Religious Freedom Index (20 points 

-.022 

.024 

-.176 

.381 

from low to high) 

Religious pluralism scale 

-1.416 

1.86 

-.146 

.459 

Constant 

22.2 




R 2 

.332 





note: Models use ordinary least squares regression analysis with mean religious values 
(the 10-point scale measuring importance of God) as the dependent variable measured 
at societal-level in 19 post-Communist societies. The table lists the unstandardized 
regression coefficient (B), the standard error (s.e.), the standardized regression 
coefficient (Beta), and the significance of the coefficients (Sig.). The small number 
of cases (19) created problems of multi-collinearity and instability when the type of 
religious culture was introduced (because of the close association between Catholicism 
and the societies which were highest in human development and in religiosity), so this 
variable was excluded from the final model. See Figure 5.3. The growth in per capita 
GDP was also closely correlated with the Human Development Index, so this was also 
dropped to avoid problems of multi-collinearity. Importance of religion scale: "How 
important is God in your life 7 .” 10-point scale. Human Development Index, 1998: Index 
based on longevity, literacy, and education, and per capita GDP (in PPP); UNDP Human 
Development Report, 2002. New York: UNDP/Oxford University Press. Religious Freedom 
Index: 20-point measure explained in the text and in the Technical Appendix, Table 
A6.1, at the end of Chapter 6. Religious pluralism: The Herfindahl index of religious 
pluralism or fractionalization, from Alesina et al. 2003. See Chapter 4 note 32 for details 
of its construction. 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1990-2001. 

To confirm the finding of negative correlations between religiosity and 
religious markets we can also examine the scatter gram to see what is un¬ 
derlying this relationship. Contrary to religious market theory, Figure 5.4 
shows how the salience of religious values is related to both the Herfindahl 
measure of religious pluralism and the Religious Freedom Index. The most 
secular countries (such as the Czech Republic and Estonia) have the greatest 
religious pluralism and freedom of the church from state regulation. This 
is no accident; the reason, we believe, is that human development generates 
more secular values among the general population - and also greater 
religious freedoms, social tolerance, and democracy. Religion not only 
becomes less important to people’s lives in secure societies, but freedom of 
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Figure 5.3. Religious Values and Societal Indicators of Human Development. 
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Low - Religious pluralism - high 


Religious culture 
■ Muslim 
’ Orthodox 
Protestant 
« Roman Catholic 

Rsq = 0.0133 


Figure 5.4. Religious Values, Religious Pluralism, and the Religious Freedom 
Index. Note: See the text for details of the 20-point Religious Freedom Index. 
Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 
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worship is also expanded as part of human rights and democratic liberaliza¬ 
tion. In poorer and less developed post-Communist societies, by contrast, 
religion remains a vital force in people’s lives, and authoritarian states in 
the region limit religious liberties, just as they consistently restrict human 
rights in other spheres. 


Conclusions 

There are many reasons why patterns of secularization in post-Communist 
Europe might plausibly be expected to differ from those we have already 
found in the West. The role of the state in restricting religion under Com¬ 
munism is well established and we do not need to document its history 
here. 24 But the key question for us is whether this repression actually gen¬ 
erated the erosion of mass spirituality in the Soviet bloc, or whether it 
may have exacerbated, but not necessarily caused, a long-term growth of 
secularization in this region, which parallels similar developments in other 
countries. The fact that Western European democracies have a long his¬ 
tory of religious tolerance, human rights, and civic liberties during the 
twentieth century means that the comparison of these regions provides an 
exceptionally well-designed “natural experiment” to test the “bottom-up” 
and “top-down” claims in the sociology of religion. 

The generational comparisons suggest that there has been a long-term 
decline of religiosity across succeeding generations in post-Communist 
Europe, and we found no convincing evidence of a curvilinear pattern from 
the generational comparisons, suggesting that the younger generation has 
not experienced a significant revival of religious values, beliefs, or behavior. 
Moreover, the cross-national comparisons indicate that the cross-national 
differences that do remain important today can be satisfactorily explained 
by levels of human development among post-Communist nations, just as 
these factors explain patterns elsewhere. The supply-side thesis that reli¬ 
gious markets are critical, so that participation is determined by religious 
pluralism and the lack of state regulation of church institutions, is given 
no positive support from the evidence; instead, the opposite position seems 
to be the case. It is the more homogenous religious cultures, exemplified 
by the role of Catholicism in Poland, which have best-preserved faith in 
God and habitual church attendance, not the most plural. And today the 
post-Communist states with the greatest regulation of the church turn out 
to be the most religious, not the least. We argue that this is no accident; 
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it reflects the fact that human security encourages secularization, together 
with the political rights and civil liberties associated with religious freedom 
in transitional and consolidating democracies. But what about values else¬ 
where in the world in other types of religious culture, particularly Muslim 
states? It is to examine these issues that we now turn. 



6 


Religion and Politics in the Muslim 
World 


in seeking to understand the role of religion in the Muslim world, many 
popular commentators have turned to Samuel P. Huntington’s provocative 
and controversial thesis of a “clash of civilizations.” This account empha¬ 
sized that the end of the Cold War brought new dangers. Huntington 
argued: 

In the new world,... the most pervasive, important and dangerous conflicts 
will not be between social classes, rich and poor, or other economically de¬ 
fined groups, but between people belonging to different cultural entities. 
Tribal wars and ethnic conflicts will occur within civilizations... And the 
most dangerous cultural conflicts are those along the fault lines between 
civilizations... For forty-five years the Iron Curtain was the central dividing 
line in Europe. That line has moved several hundred miles east. It is now 
the line separating peoples of Western Christianity, on the one hand, from 
Muslim and Orthodox peoples on the other . 1 

For Huntington, Marxist class warfare, and even the disparities between 
rich and poor nations, have been overshadowed in the twenty-first century 
by Weberian culture. 

This influential account appeared to offer insights into the causes of 
violent ethno-religious conflicts exemplified by Bosnia, the Caucuses, the 
Middle East, and Kashmir. It seemed to explain the failure of political 
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reform to take root in many Islamic states, despite the worldwide resur¬ 
gence of electoral democracies around the globe. The framework seemed 
to provide a powerful lens that the American media used to interpret the 
underlying reasons for the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center and 
subsequent developments in Afghanistan and Iraq. Commentators often 
saw 9/11 as a full-scale assault on the global hegemony of America, in 
particular, and a reaction by Islamic fundamentalists against Western cul¬ 
ture, in general. Nevertheless, the Huntington thesis has been highly con¬ 
troversial. The claim of rising ethnic conflict in the post-Cold War era 
has come under repeated and sustained attack. 2 Many scholars have chal¬ 
lenged the existence of a single Islamic culture stretching all the way from 
Jakarta to Lagos, let alone one that held values deeply incompatible with 
democracy. 3 What has been less widely examined, however, is systematic 
empirical evidence of whether the publics in Western and Islamic soci¬ 
eties share similar or deeply divergent values, and, in particular, whether 
any important differences between these cultures rest on democratic val¬ 
ues (as Huntington claims) or on social values (as modernization theo¬ 
ries suggest). 

This chapter seeks to shed light on this issue by examining cultural 
values from the World Values Survey in almost eighty societies around 
the globe, including nine predominately Islamic societies. First we briefly 
outline the Huntington thesis and the response by critics. We then 
lay out and analyze the evidence. The data supports the first claim in 
Huntington’s thesis: culture does matter, and matters a lot: religious legacies 
leave a distinct and lasting imprint on contemporary values. But Huntington 
is mistaken in assuming that the core “clash” between the West and 
Islamic societies concerns political values: instead, the evidence indicates 
that surprisingly similar attitudes toward democracy are found in the West 
and the Islamic world. We do find significant cross-cultural differences 
concerning the role of religious leaders in politics and society, but these 
attitudes divide the West from many other countries around the globe, 
not just Islamic ones. The original thesis erroneously assumed that the 
primary cultural fault line between the West and Islam concerns demo¬ 
cratic government, overlooking a stronger cultural divide based on issues 
of gender equality and sexual liberalization. Cohort analysis suggests that 
as younger generations in the West have gradually become more liberal 
toward sexuality, this has generated a growing cultural gap, with Islamic 
nations remaining the most traditional societies in the world. The central 
values separating Islam and the West revolve far more centrally around Eros 
than Demos. 
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The “Clash of Civilizations” Debate 

The clash of civilizations thesis advances three central claims. First, 
Huntington suggests that “culture matters”; in particular that contem¬ 
porary values in different societies are path-dependent, reflecting long¬ 
standing legacies associated with core “civilizations.” The concept of civi¬ 
lization is understood by Huntington as a “culture writ large”: “It is defined 
both by common objective elements., such as language, history, religion, customs, 
institutions, and by the subjective self-identification of people .” 4 Of these factors, 
Huntington sees religion as the central defining element (p. 47), although 
he also distinguishes regional subdivisions within the major world reli¬ 
gions, such as the distinct role of Catholicism in Western Europe and Latin 
America, due to their different historical traditions and political legacies. 

Second, the “clash” thesis claims that there are sharp cultural differences 
between the core political values common in societies sharing a Western 
Christian heritage - particularly those concerning representative democ¬ 
racy - and the beliefs common in the rest of the world, especially Islamic 
societies. For Huntington, the defining features of Western civilization 
include the separation of religious and secular authority, the rule of law 
and social pluralism, the parliamentary institutions of representative gov¬ 
ernment, and the protection of individual rights and civil liberties as the 
buffer between citizens and the power of the state: “ Individually ahtiost none 
of these factors was unique to the West. The combination of them was, however, 
and this is what gave the West its distinctive quality. ” 5 Other accounts have 
commonly stressed that the complex phenomenon of “modernization” en¬ 
compasses many additional social values that challenge traditional beliefs, 
notably faith in scientific and technological progress, belief in the role of 
economic competition in the marketplace, and the diffusion of modern so¬ 
cial mores, exemplified by sexual liberalization and equality for women. 6 
But Huntington’s claim is that the strongest distinguishing characteristic of 
Western culture, the aspect which demarcates Western Christianity most 
clearly from the Muslim and Orthodox worlds, concerns the values asso¬ 
ciated with representative democracy. This claim is given plausibility by 
the failure of electoral democracy to take root in most states in the Middle 
East and North Africa. 7 According to the annual assessment made by the 
Freedom House (2002), of the 192 countries around the world, two-thirds 
(121) are electoral democracies. Of the 47 countries with an Islamic major¬ 
ity, one-quarter (n) are electoral democracies. Furthermore, none of the 
core Arabic-speaking societies in the Middle East and North Africa falls 
into this category. Given this pattern, in the absence of survey evidence 
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concerning the actual beliefs of Islamic publics, it is commonly assumed 
that they have little faith in the principles or performance of democracy, 
preferring strong leadership and rule by traditional religious authorities to 
the democratic values of pluralistic competition, political participation, and 
political rights and civil liberties. 

Lastly, Huntington argues that important and long-standing differences 
in political values based on predominant religious cultures will lead to con¬ 
flict between and within nation states, with the most central problems of 
global politics arising from an ethno-religious “clash.” 8 It remains unclear 
whether Huntington is claiming that the core cleavage concerns Western 
democratic values versus the developing world, or whether the main con¬ 
trast lies as a fault line between the West and Islam, but the latter has 
been the primary popular interpretation of the thesis, and the one that has 
aroused the most heated debate. 

Middle Eastern area studies specialists, scholars of the Koran, and stu¬ 
dents of Islamic law have contested a series of issues about the “clash” 
thesis. Critics have challenged the notion of a single Islamic culture, point¬ 
ing to substantial contrasts found among one billion people living in di¬ 
verse Islamic nations, such as Pakistan, Jordan, Azerbaijan, Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, and Turkey, and the differences between Muslims who are rad¬ 
ical or moderate, traditional or modern, conservative or liberal, hard-line 
or revisionist. 9 Observers stress the manifold differences within the Islamic 
world due to historical traditions and colonial legacies, ethnic cleavages, 
levels of economic development, and the role and power of religious fun¬ 
damentalists in different states, claiming that it makes little sense to lump 
together people living in Jakarta, Riyadh, and Istanbul. Along similar lines, 
the idea that we can recognize a single culture of “Western Christianity” 
is to oversimplify major cross-national differences, even among affluent 
postindustrial societies as superficially similar as the United States, Italy, 
and Sweden, for example the contrasts between Catholic Mediterranean 
Europe and Protestant Scandinavia, as well as among social sectors and 
religious denominations within each country. 

Moreover, setting this issue aside for the moment, even if we accept 
the existence of a shared “Islamic” culture, scholars have also argued that 
the core values and teaching of the Koran are not incompatible with those 
of democracy. 10 Edward Said decried Huntington’s thesis as an attempt 
to revive the “black-white,” “us-them,” or “good-evil” world dichotomy 
that had been so prevalent during the height of the Cold War, substitut¬ 
ing threats from “Islamic terrorists” for those from “Communist spies.” 11 
Western leaders, seeking to build a global coalition against the followers 
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of Osama bin Laden, took pains to distance themselves from the clash of 
civilizations thesis, stressing deep divisions within the Islamic world be¬ 
tween the extreme fundamentalists and moderate Muslims. Leaders em¬ 
phasized that the events of September 11 arose from the extreme ideo¬ 
logical beliefs held by particular splinter groups of Al-Qaeda and Taliban 
fundamentalists, not from mainstream Muslim public opinion. Just as it 
would be a mistake to understand the 1995 bombing in Oklahoma City as 
a collective attack on the federal government by all Christian fundamen¬ 
talists, rather than the work of a few individuals, it would be inappropriate 
to view the attack by Al-Qaeda terrorists on symbols of American capitalism 
and financial power as a new “clash of civilizations” between Islamic and 
Western cultures. 

As well as challenging the basic premises of the clash of civilizations 
thesis, alternative explanations of radical Islamic fundamentalism suggest 
that the underlying root causes lie in deep disparities between rich and 
poor within societies, buttressed by the pervasive inequalities in political 
power in Middle Eastern regimes. 12 Structural or neo-Marxist theories 
suggest that the best predictors of radical disaffection lie in uneven pat¬ 
terns of modernization around the world and the existence of pervasive 
inequalities within many Muslim societies. The most important cleavage 
may be between middle class, more affluent, educated, and professional so¬ 
cial sectors on the one hand - the teachers, doctors, and lawyers in Cairo, 
Beirut, and Islamabad - and the substrata of poorer, uneducated, and un¬ 
employed younger men living in Saudi Arabia, Libya, and Syria who, if 
disaffected, may become willing recruits to Islamic fundamentalist causes. 
Huntington distinguishes certain demographic characteristics of Islamic 
societies, notably the phenomenon of the “youth bulge,” but does not pur¬ 
sue the consequences of this generational pattern, in particular whether 
younger men from poorer sectors of society are particularly prone to 
political disaffection. 

Yet there are plausible alternative theories about the major cultural con¬ 
trasts we could expect to find between Islam and the West. In work pre¬ 
sented elsewhere we document how the modernization process has trans¬ 
formed values by generating a rising tide of support for equality between 
women and men in postindustrial societies, and greater approval in these 
societies of a more permissive and liberal sexuality, including tolerance 
of divorce, abortion, and homosexuality. 13 The version of modernization 
theory developed by Inglehart hypothesizes that human development gen¬ 
erates changed cultural attitudes in virtually any society, although values 
also reflect the imprint of each society’s religious legacies and historical 
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experiences. Modernization brings systematic, predictable changes in gen¬ 
der roles. The impact of modernization operates in two key phases: 

i. Industrialization brings women into the paid workforce and dramat¬ 
ically reduces fertility rates. Women attain literacy and educational 
opportunities. Women are enfranchised and begin to participate in 
representative government, but still have far less power than men. 

ii. The postindustrial phase brings a shift toward greater gender equality as 
women move into higher status economic roles in management and the 
professions, and gain political influence within elected and appointed 
bodies. Over half of the world has not yet entered this phase; only 
the more advanced industrial societies are currently moving on this 
trajectory. 

These two phases correspond to two major dimensions of cross-cultural 
variation: (i) A transition from traditional to secular-rational values; and 
(ii) a transition from survival to self-expression values. The decline of the 
traditional family is linked with the first dimension. The rise of gender 
equality is linked with the second. Cultural shifts in modern societies are 
not sufficient by themselves to guarantee women equality across all major 
dimensions of life; nevertheless, through underpinning structural reforms 
and women’s rights they greatly facilitate this process. 14 If this theory is 
applied to cultural contrasts between modern and traditional societies, it 
suggests that we would expect one of the key differences between the West¬ 
ern and Islamic worlds to focus around the issues of gender equality and 
sexual liberalization, rather than the democratic values that are central to 
Huntington’s theory. 

Classification and Measures 

To summarize, many issues arising from the “clash” thesis could be consid¬ 
ered, but here we focus upon testing two alternative propositions arising 
from the theoretical debate. Huntington emphasizes that the political val¬ 
ues of democracy originated in the West with the separation of church 
and state, the growth of representative parliamentary institutions, and the 
expansion of the franchise. As such, he predicts that, despite the more re¬ 
cent emergence and consolidation of “Third Wave” democracies in many 
parts of the world, democratic values will be most deeply and widely en¬ 
trenched in Western societies. If true, we would expect to find the strongest 
cultural clash in political values would be betweefi the Western and Isla?)iic worlds. 
In contrast, Inglehart’s modernization theory suggests that a rising tide of 
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support for women’s equality and sexual liberalization has left a particularly 
marked imprint upon richer postindustrial nations, although traditional 
attitudes continue to prevail in poorer developing societies. Accordingly, 
given this interpretation, we also test the alternative proposition that any 
deep-seated cultural divisions between Islam and the West will revolve far more 
strongly around social rather than political values, especially concerning the issues 
of sexual liberalization and gender equality. 

The issues of cultural conflict and value change have generated consider¬ 
able controversy but, as yet, little systematic survey data has been available to 
compare public opinion toward politics and society in many Middle Eastern 
and Western societies. Interpretations by area scholars and anthropologists 
have relied upon more qualitative sources, including personal interviews, 
observations, and direct experience, and traditional textual exegesis of the 
literature, religious scriptures, and historical documents. 15 Recently com¬ 
mercial companies have started to conduct opinion polls that are represen¬ 
tative of the public in a limited range of Muslim nations; 16 Gallup’s survey 
examined attitudes toward other countries in nine Middle Eastern societies 
and the United States, 17 while Roper Reports Worldwide compared so¬ 
cial values in the United States and Saudi Arabia. 18 Moreover, a study by 
Mark Tessler examined orientations toward democracy in four Arab states 
(Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Algeria), reporting that support for political 
Islam does not lead to unfavorable attitudes toward democracy. 19 Richard 
Rose compared attitudes among Muslims in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, 
and also concluded that being a Muslim does not make a person more likely 
either to reject democracy or to endorse dictatorship. 20 To build on pre¬ 
vious studies, this chapter focuses on analyzing attitudes and values in the 
last two waves of the World Values Survey, from 1995 to 2001. To test the 
evidence for the clash of civilizations thesis, this study compares values at 
societal- level, based on the assumption that predominant cultures exert a 
broad and diffuse influence upon all people living under them. 

Classifying Cultural Regions 

In Huntington’s account, nine major contemporary civilizations can be 
identified, based largely on the predominant religious culture in each 
society: 

• Western Christianity (a European culture that subsequently spread to 
North America, Australia, and New Zealand), 

• Muslim (including the Middle East, Northern Africa, and parts of South 
East Asia), 



140 


CASE STUDIES OF RELIGION AND POLITICS 


• Orthodox (Russian and Greek), 

• Latin American (predominately Catholic yet with a distinct corporatist, 
authoritarian culture), 

• Sinic/Confucian (China, South Korean, Viet Nam, and Korea), 

• Japanese, 

• Hindu, 

• Buddhist (Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia), and 
(possibly) 

• Sub-Saharan Africa. 21 

Huntington treats states or societies as the core actors exemplifying these 
civilizations, although recognizing that populations with particular cul¬ 
tural and religious identities spread well beyond the border of the nation 
state. Moreover, some plural societies are deeply divided, so there is rarefy 
a clean one-to-one mapping, apart from exceptional cases such as Japan 
and India. 

To analyze the survey evidence for these propositions, societies were 
classified into these categories (see Table 6.1) based on the predominant 
religious culture within each nation. The comparison includes eleven soci¬ 
eties with a Muslim majority (ranging from 71% to 96%), including Algeria, 
Jordan, Pakistan, Turkey, Azerbaijan, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Albania, 
Morocco, Iran, and Egypt. This compares diverse states within the Islamic 
world, including semi-democracies with elections and some freedoms, 
exemplified by Albania, Turkey, and Bangladesh, as well as constitutional 
monarchies (Jordan), and suspended semi-democracies under military rule 
(Pakistan). Geographically these nations are located in Eastern Europe, 
the Middle East, and South Asia. In addition, the comparative framework 
includes twenty-two nations based on a culture of “Western Christianity” 
(using Huntington’s definition to include both predominately Catholic and 
Protestant postindustrial societies, and countries like Australia and New 
Zealand, which are not located regionally in the “West” yet which inherited 
a democratic tradition from Protestant Britain). Other nations are classified 
into distinct religious cultural traditions, including Latin America (10), 
Russian or Greek Orthodox (12), Central Europe (10 nations sharing a 
common Western Christian heritage with the West yet with the distinct 
experience of living under Communist rule), sub-Saharan Africa (5), South 
East Asia (4 societies reflecting Sinic/Confucian values), plus Japan and 
India. In addition, ten societies contain a significant minority Islamic pop¬ 
ulation (ranging from 4% to 27%), including Bosnia, Macedonia, Nigeria, 
and India, although these nations have Orthodox, Protestant, or Hindu 
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Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, 1995-2001. 
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majority populations. In the multivariate regression models, each type of 
society was coded as a dummy variable and the “Western” societies category 
was used as the (omitted) reference category. The models therefore measure 
the impact of living in each of these types of society, with controls, compared 
with living in the West. 

To rule out intervening variables, multivariate regression models com¬ 
pare the influence of predominant religious cultures in each type of so¬ 
ciety controlling for levels of human and political development. Modern¬ 
ization theories suggest that this process brings certain predictable shifts 
in cultural values, including declining belief in traditional sources of reli¬ 
gious authority and rising demands for more participatory forms of civic 
engagement. 22 Structural differences among societies are measured by the 
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Human Development 
Index (HDI) 2000 (combining levels of per capita income, literacy and 
schooling, and longevity), and levels of democratization, which are clas¬ 
sified based on the 1999-2000 Freedom House analysis of political rights 
and civil liberties. 23 The structural differences among groups within soci¬ 
eties are measured by the standard social indicators, including income (as 
the most reliable cross-cultural measure of socioeconomic status in differ¬ 
ent societies), education, gender, age, and religious values. The latter was 
included to see whether the strength of religious values was more signifi¬ 
cant than the predominant type of religious culture in any society. Religious 
values were measured by whether people said that religion was “very im¬ 
portant” in their lives. 

Measuring Political and Social Values 

Attitudes were compared toward three dimensions of political and social 
values: (i) support for democratic ideals and performance, (ii) attitudes to¬ 
ward political leadership, and (iii) approval of gender equality and sexual 
liberalization. As argued elsewhere, an important distinction needs to be 
drawn between support for the ideals of democracy and evaluations of the ac¬ 
tual perform a nee of democracy. 24 Evidence from previous waves of the World 
Value Survey suggests that citizens in many countries adhere strongly to the 
general principles of democracy, such as believing that it is the best form of 
government and disapproving of authoritarian alternatives, and yet at the 
same time many remain deeply dissatisfied with the way that democratic 
governments work in practice. 25 The phenomenon of more “critical citi¬ 
zens” or “disenchanted democrats” has been widely observed. 26 To exam¬ 
ine these dimensions, attitudes toward the principles and performance of 
democracy are measured in this study using the items listed in Table 6.2, 
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Table 6.2. Factor Analysis of Political Values 


VI70 Democracies are indecisive 
and have too much 
squabbling 

VI71 Democracies aren’t good at 
maintaining order 
VI72 Democracy may have its 

problems but it’s better than 
any other form of 
government 

VI67 Approve of having a 

_ democratic political system 

V200 Politicians who do not 

believe in God are unfit for 
public office 

V202 It would be better for [this 
country] if more people with 
strong religious beliefs held 
public office 

V165 Approve having experts, not 
government, make decisions 
VI64 Approve having a strong 
leader who does not have 
to bother with parliament 
and elections 


Democratic Democratic 
Performance Ideals 


Religious Strong 
Leadership Leadership 


.862 


.854 


.853 


.780 

.881 

.879 


.838 


.721 


% of total variance 


19.6 17.7 19.6 15.7 


note: Principal component factor analysis was used with varimax rotation and Kaiser 
normalization. The total model predicts 72.6% of cumulative variance. The democratic 
performance scale was reversed so that a positive response expressed greater satisfaction 
with democracy. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, Waves III and IV (1995-2001). 


where respondents are invited to express agreement or disagreement with 
the statements. It should be noted that the performance items do not ask 
people about their experience of democracy in their own country, such as 
how well their government works, but rather tap their expectations of how 
well democratic governments generally function in taking decisions and 
maintaining order. 

In addition, it is commonly assumed that one of the primary contrasts 
between Muslim and Western cultures relates to attitudes toward the role 
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of religious leaders, who exercise power by virtue of their spiritual author¬ 
ity, or secular leaders who hold authority through elective office, reflecting 
deeper beliefs about the separation of church and state. We therefore also 
monitored support for the role of religious leaders in public life, with the 
items listed in Table 6.2. Neither leadership item cued respondents with 
any explicit reference to “democracy” and indeed, in principle, there is no 
inconsistency in believing both in the important role of spiritual author¬ 
ities and in the principles of democracy, if the religious leaders exercise 
power through elected office, exemplified by Christian Democrat parties 
in Germany or politicians from the Christian far right in the United States. 
We also sought to compare attitudes toward preferences for strong lead¬ 
ership, measured by questions tapping support for non-democratic forms 
of government by experts or by leaders unaccountable to parliament or 
elections. Factor analysis confirmed that these political items did indeed 
fall into four distinct dimensions. Accordingly summary scales were con¬ 
structed, each standardized to 100 points for ease of interpretation and 
consistent comparison across measures. 

Yet the alternative proposition is that the transformation of social values 
toward sexuality and women’s equality, which has profoundly affected the 
younger generation in postindustrial societies, may lie at the heart of any 
cultural clash between modern and traditional societies in general, and be¬ 
tween the West and Islam in particular. In this regard, Huntington may have 
correctly identified the importance of civilizational values, but may have 
misdiagnosed the root causes of any cultural differences. To explore this 
proposition we can compare support for gender equality, using a standard¬ 
ized scale developed elsewhere, also based on factor analysis, monitoring 
attitudes toward the roles of women and men in the workforce, education, 
politics, and the family. 27 The Gender Equality items are similar to those 
commonly contained in the more comprehensive psychological scales of sex 
roles. The gender equality scale was summed across the component items 
and standardized to 100 points for ease of interpretation. We also compared 
attitudes using io-point scales monitoring approval or disapproval of three 
related dimensions of changing sexual mores, concerning homosexuality, 
abortion, and divorce. 


Attitudes toward Democracy 

The multivariate ordinary least squares regression models presented in 
Table 6.3 compared the impact of living within each type of religious 
culture after including controls for the societal level of human and political 


Table 6.3. Political Values by Type of Religious Culture, with Controls 

Approve of Democratic Approve of Democratic Favor Religious Favor Strong 

Performance Ideals Leadership Leadership 
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60 70 80 90 100 


Approval of democratic ideals 

Figure 6.1. Democratic Values. Source: World Values Survey/European Values 
Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1995-2001. 

development, and individual-level measures for age, gender, education, in¬ 
come, and strength of religiosity. In these models, each type of society was 
coded as a dummy (o/i) variable. The Western category was excluded from 
the analysis, so that the dummy coefficients can be interpreted as the effect 
of living in these societies, after applying prior controls, compared with the 
effect of living in the West. The data was entered in blocks, including de¬ 
velopment and social controls in the first block, then the additional effects 
of the full model in the second block, including the type of society as well. 

The results show that after controlling for all these factors, contrary to 
Huntington’s thesis, compared with Western societies, there were no signif- 
icant differences between the publics living in the West and in Muslim religious 
cultures in approval of how democracy works in practice, in support for democratic 
ideals, and in approval of strong leadership. By marked contrast, less support for 
democratic values was evident in many other types of non-Western society, 
especially countries in Eastern and Central Europe, and Latin America, 
while the Sinic/Confucian states showed the greatest approval of strong 
government. At the same time, after introducing all the controls, Muslim 
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publics did display greater support for a strong societal role by religious authori¬ 
ties than do Western publics. This pattern persists despite controlling for the 
strength of religiosity and other social factors, which suggests that it is not 
simply reducible to the characteristics of people living in Muslim societies. 
Yet this preference for religious authorities is less a cultural division be¬ 
tween the West and Islam than it is a gap between the West and many other 
types of less secular societies around the globe, especially in sub-Saharan 
Africa and, to a lesser extent, in Latin America. 

To examine these results in more detail, Figures 6.1 and 6.2 compare 
the location of each nation on these scales. Of all countries under com¬ 
parison, Russia proved a striking outlier, displaying widespread disillu¬ 
sionment with the way that democratic processes worked, as well as little 
enthusiasm for democratic ideas. Other Orthodox societies also showed 
minimal faith in democracy, including the Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, 
Georgia, and Macedonia. A few other developing countries from differ¬ 
ent cultures proved extremely critical of the way that democracy worked in 
practice, although showing greater support for democratic ideals, including 
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Figure 6.2. Leadership Attitudes. Source: World Values Survey/European 
Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1995-2001. 
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Tanzania, Brazil, and Poland. Many diverse cultures were located in the 
middle of the distribution, including Turkey and Jordan as Islamic societies, 
as well as the United States, Italy, and the Netherlands. Nations that gave 
the strongest endorsement for democratic ideals and practices included the 
Scandinavian societies of Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden, along with 
Germany and Austria, but high support was also registered in Muslim 
Bangladesh, Egypt, and Azerbaijan. Therefore, in general, slightly lower 
levels of support for democracy were evident in some Eastern European 
states, notably in Russia, lending some confirmation for claims of a division 
between the Orthodox and Western worlds. But attitudes toward demo¬ 
cratic principles and performance generally showed a broad distribution 
across many diverse cultural groups, providing minimal support for the 
stronger claim that the West is particularly distinctive to Islam in its faith 
in democracy. Indeed, the difference between public opinion in Eastern 
and Western Europe could be explained equally satisfactorily as reflecting 
a residual hangover from the Cold War era, and the poor performance 
of electoral democracies and states in these nations, rather than being in¬ 
terpreted as the result of cultural legacies or the emergence of any “new” 
ethno-religious cleavage. 

Figure 6.2 compares leadership attitudes by nation. Support for religious 
leaders was lowest in many secular societies in Scandinavia and Western 
Europe, as well as in certain nations in Eastern Europe like the Czech 
Republic. The United States proved distinctive, showing higher than av¬ 
erage support for religious leaders, compared with other Western nations, 
while Greece was another outlier. At the other extreme, support for reli¬ 
gious leaders was relatively strong in African societies including Nigeria, 
Tanzania, and South Africa, as well as the Philippines, all countries with 
strong religiosity. Compared with Western nations, many of the Islamic 
nations expressed greater support for the principle of religious authorities, 
but they were far from alone in this regard. There is also a fascinating split 
over the issue of strong leadership evident within the Islamic world; more 
democratic countries with greater political rights and civil liberties and 
parliamentary traditions, exemplified by Bangladesh and Turkey, expressed 
greater reservations about authoritarian leadership. To a lesser extent, 
Jordan also fell into this category. In contrast, the public living in Islamic 
countries characterized by more limited political freedoms, less democratic 
states, and by strong executives, expressed greater support for authoritarian 
leadership, notably in Egypt, Iran, and Morocco. 

Yet so far we have not compared the alternative modernization thesis 
that the social values of gender equality and sexual liberalization could 
plausibly lie at the heart of any “clash” between Islam and the West. The 
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analysis of these social attitudes in Table 6.4 reveals the extent of the gulf 
between Islam and the West, with a far stronger and more significant gap on 
these issues than across most of the political values. Many structural factors 
are also important; more egalitarian and liberal values are evident among 
the young, women, the well educated, and the more secular, as discussed 
in Chapter 7, as well as in societies with greater human and democratic 
development. After these controls are introduced, the results show that 
there remains a strong and significant difference across all the social val¬ 
ues (including approval of gender equality, homosexuality, abortion, and 
divorce) among those publics living in Western versus Muslim societies. 
Figure 6.3 shows the distribution of nations on the scales for gender equal¬ 
ity and homosexuality in more detail. The results confirm the consistency 
of the sharp differences between Islam and the West on these issues. All 
the Western nations, led by Sweden, Germany, and Norway, strongly favor 
equality for women and also prove tolerant of homosexuality. Many other 
societies show a mixed pattern, falling into the middle of the distribution. 
In contrast the Muslim cultures, including Egypt, Bangladesh, Jordan, Iran, 
and Azerbaijan, all display the most traditional social attitudes, with only 
Albania proving slightly more liberal. 

We lack time-series survey data that would allow us to trace trends in 
the postwar era, to see whether these cultural differences between soci¬ 
eties have widened, as we suspect, due to the modernization process in 
postindustrial economies. Nevertheless, if we assume that people acquire 
their basic moral and social values as the result of the long-term socializa¬ 
tion process in the family, school, and community, leading to generational 
rather than life-cycle effects, we can analyze these attitudes for different 
ten-year cohorts of birth. The results in Figure 6.4 confirm two striking 
and important patterns: first, there is a persistent gap in support for gender 
equality and sexual liberalization between the West (which proves most lib¬ 
eral), Islamic societies (which prove most traditional), and all other societies 
(which are in the middle). Moreover, even more importantly, the figures 
reveal that the gap between the West and Islam is usually narrowest among 
the oldest generation, but that this gap has steadily widened across all the 
indicators as the younger generations in Western societies have become 
progressively more liberal and egalitarian, while the younger generations 
in Islamic societies remain as traditional as their parents and grandpar¬ 
ents. The trends suggest that Islamic societies have not experienced a back¬ 
lash against liberal Western sexual mores among the younger generations, 
but rather that young Muslims remain unchanged, in contrast to the trans¬ 
formation of lifestyles and beliefs experienced among their peers living in 
postindustrial societies. 
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(Constant) 32.7 1.6 3.1 2.16 

Adjusted R 2 Block 1 .26 .20 .23 .26 

(Control variables only) 
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Society 

• Other 

■ Islamic 

■ Western 

Rsq = 0.5581 

01 2345678 

Approval of homosexuality 

Figure 6.3. Social Values. Source: World Values Survey/European Values 
Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1995-2001. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

The thesis of a “clash of civilizations” has triggered something of a “clash 
of scholarship” among those seeking to understand the causes and conse¬ 
quences of ethnic-religious conflict. This task has long been of interest to 
academe but it has received fresh impetus from the dramatic events and af¬ 
termath of 9 /r r. Alternative interpretations of these issues are important for 
themselves, but also because they carry important policy implications, not 
least for how far differences between the United States and Middle Eastern 
states primarily reflect the views of political elites and governing regimes, 
or whether they tap into deeper currents of public opinion. To summarize 
the core components of the Huntington thesis, the claims are threefold: so¬ 
cietal values in contemporary societies are rooted in religious cultures; the 
most important cultural division between the Western and Islamic world 
relates to differences over democratic values; and, in the post-Cold War 
era, this “culture clash” is at the source of much international and domestic 
ethnic conflict. 
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Figure 6.4. Support for Sexual Liberalization Values by Cohort and Society. Source: World Values Survey/ 
European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1995-2001. 
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The comparative evidence from this chapter suggests four main findings: 

(i) First, when political attitudes are compared (including evaluations of 
how well democracy works in practice, support for democratic ideals, 
and disapproval of strong leaders), far from a clash of values, there is 
minimal difference between the Muslim world and the West. 

(ii) Instead, the democratic clash (if it can be called a clash) divides post- 
Communist states in Eastern Europe (exemplified by Russia, Ukraine, 
and Moldova), which display minimal support for democracy, from 
many other countries that display far more positive attitudes, in¬ 
cluding both Western and Islamic nations. This pattern could be 
explained equally well as reflecting the residual legacy of the Cold 
War and a realistic evaluation of the actual performance of democ¬ 
racy in these states, rather than by the reemergence of ethnic conflict 
based on the values of the Orthodox church, which are, after all, part 
of Christendom. 

(iii) Support for religious authorities is stronger in Muslim societies than 
in the West, but here it is not a simple dichotomy, as many other types 
of society also support an active role for religious leaders in public life, 
including the sub-Saharan African countries under comparison as well 
as many Catholic nations in Latin America. 

(iv) Yet there is a substantial cultural cleavage, although one underesti¬ 
mated by Huntington, in social values toward gender equality and 
sexual liberalization. In this regard, the West is far more egalitar¬ 
ian and liberal than all other societies, particularly Muslim nations. 
Moreover, cohort analysis suggests that this gap has steadily widened 
as the younger generation in the West has gradually become more 
liberal in their sexual mores, while the younger generation in Muslim 
societies remains deeply traditional. 

The results indicate that modern Western societies are indeed different, 
in particular concerning the transformation of attitudes and behavior as¬ 
sociated with the “sexual revolution” that has occurred since the 1960s, 
fundamental changes in the nature of modern families, and more expres¬ 
sive lifestyles. Equality for women has progressed much further, and trans¬ 
formed traditional cultural beliefs and values about the appropriate divi¬ 
sion of sex roles far more deeply, in affluent Western societies. But at the 
same time, any claim of a clash of civilizations, especially of fundamentally 
different political values held by Western and Islamic societies, represents 
an oversimplification of the evidence. Across many political dimensions 
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examined here, both Muslim and Western societies are similar in their pos¬ 
itive orientation toward democratic ideals. Where Islam societies do differ 
significantly from the West, in supporting religious authorities, they are far 
from exceptional around the world. Any black-and-white “Islam versus the 
West” interpretation of a “culture clash” as conveyed by the popular media 
is far too simplistic. It would be desirable to be able to compare public 
opinion across more dimensions, and across a wider range of nations in the 
Middle East, Africa, and Asia. Moreover, it remains unclear how far dif¬ 
ferent understandings of democracy are culturally determined, giving rise 
to the familiar problems of equivalence in cross-national research. Nev¬ 
ertheless, the results urge strong caution in generalizing from the type of 
regime to the state of public opinion in any particular country. Support for 
democracy is surprisingly widespread among Islamic publics, even among 
those who live in authoritarian societies. The most basic cultural fault line 
between the West and Islam does not concern democracy - it involves is¬ 
sues of gender equality and sexual liberalization, as discussed further in 
Chapter 7. 
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Technical Appendix 


Table A6.1. Illustration of the Full Regression Model used in Tables 6.3 
and 6.4 



Approve of Democratic Performance 


B 

s.e. 

Beta 

Sig. 

Developmental controls 

Level of human development (100-point 

-9.2 

1.0 

-.07 


scale) 

Level of political development 

.13 

.06 

.01 

*** 

Social controls 

Age (Years) 

-.03 

.01 

-.02 

* * * 

Gender (Male = 1) 

0.15 

.12 

.01 

N/s 

Education (3 categories low to high) 

1.86 

.09 

.07 

*** 

Income (10 categories low to high) 

0.67 

.03 

.10 

*** 

Religious values (importance of religion) 

-0.42 

.07 

-.03 

*** 

Type of religious culture 

Muslim 

.12 

.36 

.01 

N/s 

Orthodox 

-10.1 

.28 

-.20 

* * * 

Central European 

-7.6 

.23 

-.15 

* * * 

Latin American 

-6.5 

.26 

-.12 

* * * 

Sinic 

.19 

.43 

.01 

N/s 

Sub-Saharan African 

-6.3 

.47 

10 

* * * 

Hindu 

-8.0 

.67 

-.05 

* * * 

Japanese 

2.3 

.66 

.01 

*** 

(Constant) 

70.7 




Adjusted R 2 Block 1 (Control variables 

.02 




only) 

Adjusted R 2 Block 2 (Controls + type of 

.07 




culture) 






NOTE: This illustrates the full ordinary least squares regression model, with blockwise entry, in this 
case with the approval of democratic performance 100-point scale as the dependent variable. Block 1 of 
the model controls for the level of development of the society and the social background of respondents. 
Block 2 then enters the type of culture, based on the predominant religion, coded as dummy variables. 
Western societies represent the (omitted) reference category. The coefficients represent the effects of 
living in each type of society compared with living in Western societies, net of all prior controls. Demo¬ 
cratic performance scale: For details see Table 6.2. Level of human development: Human Development 
Index (HDI) 2000, including longevity, literacy, and education, and per capita GDP in $US PPP (UNDP 
Development Report 2000). Level of political development: Freedom House 7-point index (reversed) of 
political rights and civil liberties 1999-2000 (www.freedomhouse.org). Type of culture: see Table 6.1. 
Sig. = significance of the coefficients: ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = Not significant. B = 
unstandardized regression coefficient, s.e. = standard error. Beta = standardized regression coefficient. 
Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1995-2001. 







The Consequences of Secularization 


PART III 







Religion, the Protestant Ethic, 
Moral Values 


and 


so far, this book has explained that the authority of established religion 
has been weakening among the publics of postindustrial societies (and es¬ 
pecially among the more secure strata of these societies). The concluding 
section of the book shifts its focus from explaining secularization to examin¬ 
ing the influence of religion on important social and political phenomena. 
What are the consequences of secularization? In particular, to what extent 
has this process eroded the social values, moral beliefs, and ethical teachings 
of the church; diminished the role of churches, faith-based organizations, 
and social capital in civic society; weakened the traditional base of electoral 
support for religious parties; and diluted the symbolic meaning of religious 
identities in situations of deep-seated ethnic conflict? If the process of secu¬ 
larization has occurred along the lines that we suggest, then we expect that 
religiosity will continue to exert a strong imprint on society and politics in 
developing nations, but that its power will have faded in many industrial 
and postindustrial societies. 

Sociologists, political scientists, and economists have long sought to un¬ 
derstand how given belief systems produce enduring cross-national differ¬ 
ences in cultural values. In Chapter 6 we demonstrated how religion helps 
shape attitudes toward gender roles, and attitudes toward abortion, divorce, 
and homosexuality. 1 This chapter examines the impact of religion on orien¬ 
tations toward work and broader economic attitudes, starting with a seminal 
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theory in the sociology of religion: Max Weber’s claim that the Protestant 
ethic generated the spirit of capitalism. We also analyze how religion shapes 
moral values, including ethical standards such as honesty and bribery, as well 
as beliefs about issues of life and death, including euthanasia, suicide, and 
abortion. The conclusion considers the implications of our findings and 
how they contribute toward understanding processes of value change. 

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Thesis 

Weber’s argument about the origins of modern capitalism has been among 
the most influential in the history of the social sciences, attracting confir¬ 
mation and refutation by sociologists, historians, psychologists, economists, 
and anthropologists throughout the twentieth century. 2 The central puzzle 
he addressed concerned why the Industrial Revolution, economic modern¬ 
ization, and bourgeois capitalism arose first in the West, and specifically in 
Protestant rather than Catholic Western societies, rather than elsewhere. 
Weber argued that legal and commercial changes, institutional develop¬ 
ments, and technological innovations in Europe were insufficient by them¬ 
selves to provide an adequate explanation; other societies had developed 
banking, credit institutions, and legal systems, as well as the foundations 
of science, mathematics, and technology. He notes that the material condi¬ 
tions for capitalism existed in many earlier civilizations, including the rise of 
the merchant class engaged in trade and commerce in China, Egypt, India, 
and the classical world, well before the Protestant Reformation. 3 What 
they lacked, however, he believed, was a particular and distinctive cultural 
ethos. For Weber, it was the particular values associated with the Protestant 
Reformation and Calvinist doctrine that gave birth to the spirit of Western 
capitalism. 4 Ascetic Protestantism preached that people have a duty to work 
diligently, to pursue financial rewards, and to invest prudently. The aim of 
working and accumulating resources was not just to meet minimal material 
needs, still less to dissipate profits on material display and hedonistic and 
worldly pleasures in the enjoyment of life, but rather work was regarded 
as a moral duty pursued for its own sake: “ Labour must, on the contrary, be 
performed as if it were an absolute end in itself a calling. ” 5 The Protestant ethic 
interpreted ethical activities, not as monastic asceticism renouncing this 
life, but rather as the fulfillment of worldly obligations. In turn, the virtues 
of hard work, enterprise, and diligence, Weber argued, were the underly¬ 
ing cultural foundation for capitalist markets and investment: “ Honesty is 
useful, because it assures credit; so are punctuality, industry, frugality, and that is 
the reason they are virtues. ” 6 The Protestant ethic was therefore understood 
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by Weber as a unique set of moral beliefs about the virtues of hard work 
and economic acquisition, the need for individual entrepreneurial initiative, 
and the rewards of a just God. Its specific values emphasized self-discipline, 
hard work, the prudent reinvestment of savings, personal honesty, individ¬ 
ualism, and independence, all of which were thought to generate the cul¬ 
tural conditions most conducive to market economies, private enterprise, 
and bourgeois capitalism in the West. 

It should be stressed that Weber did not claim that the restless go- 
getting entrepreneurial class of merchants and bankers, shopkeepers and 
industrial barons were also the most devout ascetic Protestants; on the 
contrary, he argued that “ those most filled with the spirit of capitalism tend to 
be indifferent , if not hostile, to the Church. ” 7 He therefore did not expect an 
individual-level relationship to exist between personal piety, churchgoing 
habits, and adherence to the Protestant work ethic. Instead, this cultural 
ethos was thought to be pervasive, influencing devout and atheists alike, 
within Protestant societies. Any attempt to analyze the Weberian theory 
should therefore be tested at the macro-level, not the individual level. 

This Weberian thesis, like any classic in the literature, has attracted 
widespread debate and criticism during the last century. 8 Much of the work 
has focused on understanding the historical relationship between Protes¬ 
tantism and the subsequent rise of capitalism; for example Tawney, and later 
Samuelson, questioned the direction of causality in this relationship, argu¬ 
ing that the early growth of capitalism in late-Medieval Europe preceded 
and encouraged subsequent cultural shifts, such as greater individualism and 
more acquisitive attitudes that were conducive to the adoption and spread of 
Protestantism. 9 Historians have disputed whether economic activities actu¬ 
ally flourished most, as Weber claimed, where Calvinism was predominant 
in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. 10 Economists have examined 
whether contemporary religion generates cultural attitudes that are con¬ 
ducive to economic development and growth; for example Guiso, Sapienza, 
and Zingales provide some limited evidence in support of this argument, 
finding that religiosity was linked to attitudes such as social trust, that were 
conducive to the working of free markets and institutions; but when com¬ 
paring specific economic attitudes within Christian denominations, in both 
Protestant and Catholic cultures, they found mixed results. 11 Political soci¬ 
ology has also studied these issues; previous work by Granato and Inglehart 
showed a strong linkage between macro-level economic growth rates and 
some of the core values of the Weberian Protestant ethic (which are not 
unique to Protestant societies today) - including an emphasis on the values 
of individual autonomy and economic achievement. 12 
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We lack historical evidence that could examine cultural conditions at 
the time when capitalism was burgeoning in the West. But if Weber’s the¬ 
sis is correct, we might expect that the culture of Protestantism would 
have left an enduring legacy in values that still remain visible today. To 
develop these arguments further, we will focus here on the core Weberian 
hypothesis, namely that, compared with those living in all other religious 
cultures (especially Catholic societies), Protestant societies should display 
the strongest work ethic conducive to modern capitalism, exemplified by 
valuing the virtues of work as a duty, as well as favoring markets over the 
state. Moreover, Weber stresses that an important aspect of Protestantism 
concerns the teaching of broader ethical standards, including those of hon¬ 
esty, willingness to obey the law, and trustworthiness, which serve as the 
foundation of business confidence, good faith dealings, and voluntary con¬ 
tract compliance. Since Weber’s claim concerned societal-level cultural ef¬ 
fects, we focus on analyzing macro-level values when classifying societies 
by their predominant religious culture, using the categories developed in 
Table 2. 2. 13 We describe the mean distribution of attitudes by religious 
culture, then use multivariate models to control for the factors that we 
have already demonstrated are closely related to the strength of religious 
values and practices. This includes the level of human development; we 
suspect that societies sharing a common Protestant heritage still display 
an affinity in basic values, but that the forces of development have sub¬ 
sequently transformed the cultural legacy of religious traditions. Thus, 
Inglehart argued: 

In Western history, the rise of the Protestant Ethic - a materialistic value 
system that not only tolerated economic accumulation but encouraged it as 
something laudable and heroic - was a key cultural change that opened the 
way for capitalism and industrialization. But precisely because they attained 
high levels of economic security, the Western societies that were the first to 
industrialize, have gradually come to emphasize Postmaterialist values, giving 
higher priority to the quality of life than to economic growth. In this respect, 
the rise of Postmaterialist values reverses the rise of the Protestant Ethic. To¬ 
day, the functional equivalent of the Protestant Ethic is most vigorous in East 
Asia and is fading away in Protestant Europe, as technological development 
and cultural change become global . 14 

If true, we would interpret the Protestant ethic as a set of values that are 
most common in societies of scarcity; they may be conducive to an emphasis 
on economic growth, but insofar as they reflect an environment of scarcity, 
they would tend to fade away under conditions of affluence. 
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Evidence for the Protestant Ethic 
Work Ethic 

What values are intrinsic to capitalism and how can the Protestant work 
ethos best be measured? Social psychological studies have used detailed 
multi-item scales to gauge orientations toward work, although a systematic 
meta-review of the literature found that they have generally been tested 
on small groups, rather than on nationally representative random samples 
of the general population. 15 These studies suggest that the most suitable 
scales measuring attitudes toward work need to be multidimensional, since 
the Weberian thesis predicted that the Protestant ethic involved a range of 
personal values conducive to early capitalism. 16 Table 7.1 shows the items 
from the World Value Survey selected to examine work values in this chap¬ 
ter. Factor analysis using principle component analysis revealed that these 
fell into three main dimensions. (1) The intrinsic benefits of work included 
items such as the priority that people gave to the opportunities in their 
work to use initiative, to achieve something, to gain respect, and to have 
interesting employment. (2) The second dimension concerned the material 
rewards of work, indicating that people who valued good hours and generous 
holidays also gave high priority to good pay, little work pressure, and job 
security. (3) The third dimension concerned broader attitudes toward work 
as a duty, which lie at the heart of ascetic forms of Protestantism, where 
people were asked to express agreement or disagreement with statements 
such as “people who don't work turn lazy,” “work is a duty to society,” and “it is 
humiliating to receive money without work.” The scales were recoded where 
necessary, so that a high score was consistent with more positive attitudes 
toward work values and the capitalist economy, summed across the items. 
The scores were then standardized to 0-100 point scales, for consistent 
comparison across the different dimensions. 

Table 7.2 examines whether Protestant societies differ from other reli¬ 
gious cultures in the priority given to the intrinsic and material rewards of 
work, as well as attitudes toward work as a duty. The results are striking 
and consistent across all three measures: contrary to the Weberian thesis, 
compared with all other religious cultures, those living in Protestant societies 
today display the weakest work ethic. The contrasts between Protestant and 
the other religious cultures are consistent across scales, although they are 
usually very modest in size, with the important exception of Muslim cul¬ 
tures, which display by far the strongest work ethic. An important reason 
for this pattern comes from the comparison of the same scales by the type 
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Table 7.1. Factor Analysis of Work Ethic 





Intrinsic 

Material 

Work as 

Var 

Code 


Rewards 

Rewards 

a Duty 

V91R 

0/1 

Value: An opportunity to 
use initiative 

.740 



V93R 

0/1 

Value: A job in which you 
feel you can achieve 
something 

.683 



V94R 

0/1 

Value: A responsible job 

.649 



V96R 

0/1 

Value: A job meeting one’s 
abilities 

.603 



V89R 

0/1 

Value: A job respected by 
people in general 

.544 



V95R 

0/1 

Value: A job that is 
interesting 

.515 



V90R 

0/1 

Value: Good hours 


.701 


V92R 

0/1 

Value: Generous holidays 


.667 


V86R 

0/1 

Value: Good pay 


.620 


V87R 

0/1 

Value: Not too much 
pressure 


.528 


V88R 

0/1 

Value: Good job security 


.510 


V99R 

1-5 

Agree/disagree: People 
who don’t work turn lazy 



.724 

V100R 

1-5 

Agree/disagree: Work is a 
duty to society 



.708 

V98R 

1-5 

Agree/disagree: It is 
humiliating to receive 
money without work 



.702 

V102R 

1-5 

Agree/disagree: Work 
should always comes first 



.651 


note: Factor analysis using Principal Component Analysis with varimax rotation and 
Kaiser normalization. Work values: Q: “Here are some more aspects of a job that people 
say are important. Please look at them and tell me which ones you personally think are 
important in a job. ” 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, Waves III and IV (1995-2001). 

of society; postindustrial economies today have the weakest work ethic, be¬ 
cause rich nations place the greatest importance on the values of leisure, 
relaxation, and self-fulfillment outside of employment. Industrial societies 
are moderate in the value they place on the rewards of employment. But in 
the poorer developing nations, where work is essential for life, often with 
long hours and minimal leisure time, and an inadequate welfare safety net, 
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Table 7.2. Mean Scores on the Work Ethic Scales 



Intrinsic 

Rewards 

Material 

Rewards 

Work as a Duty 

All 

54 

55 

72 

Type of religious culture 

Protestant 

50 

49 

68 

Catholic 

52 

52 

72 

Orthodox 

51 

55 

73 

Muslim 

70 

70 

90 

Eastern 

53 

52 

75 

Type of society 

Postindustrial 

50 

46 

65 

Industrial 

S3 

55 

74 

Agrarian 

61 

63 

81 

Difference by religious culture 

.537*** 

.542*** 

.628*** 

Difference by type of society 

.330** 

.496*** 

.794*** 

Number of societies 

73 

73 

46 


note: For the classification of societies see Table 2.2. For items in the scales see 
Table 7.1. All scales have been standardized to 100 points. The significance of the 
difference between group means is measured by ANOVA (Eta) without any controls. 
Significance: ***P = .000. Work values: Q: “Here are some more aspects of a job that 
people say are important. Please look at them and tell me which ones you personally 
think are important in a job.” (Code all mentioned.) Intrinsic rewards: “An opportunity 
to use initiative; A job in which you feel you can achieve something; A responsible 
job; A job meeting one’s abilities; A job respected by people in general; A job that is 
interesting." Material rewards: “Good hours; Generous holidays; Good pay; Not too 
much pressure; Good job security.” Work as a duty: Agrees or agrees strongly: “People 
who don’t work turn lazy; Work is a duty to society; It is humiliating to receive money 
without work; Work should always comes first. ” 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, Waves III and IV (1995-2001). 


people place by far the highest emphasis on the value of work. The con¬ 
trasts between rich and poor societies in attitudes toward work as a duty 
were greater than those generated by religious culture. 

If we limit the comparison to Catholic and Protestant societies - the 
main focus of attention in Weber’s work - some modest differences do 
emerge on individual items within the composite scales; Catholic societies, 
for example, place slightly greater weight on the value of pay and holidays. 
Protestant cultures give greater priority to jobs requiring initiative, as well as 
those generating interest and a sense of achievement. But overall, Protestant 
societies score slightly lower on the summary work scales than Catholic 
cultures, not higher, as the Weberian thesis originally predicted. 





Table 7.3. Work Ethic by Type of Predominant Religious Culture, with Controls 

Intrinsic Rewards Material Rewards Work Ethos 
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effect of living in each type of religious culture compared with living in Protestant societies, net of all prior controls. Value scales: Significance (Sig.): 
***p = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = Not significant, s.e. = standard error. B = unstandardized beta coefficients. Beta = standardized beta. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981-2001. 
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Yet these results could always prove spurious if there is some other char¬ 
acteristic about Protestant societies that could influence these patterns, such 
as greater levels of higher education or the older age profile of the pop¬ 
ulations in these nations. To test for this, regression analysis was used at 
individual-level in Table 7.3, where the predominant religious culture in 
each society was coded as a dummy variable, with the Protestant culture 
representing the reference category. The coefficients can be understood to 
represent the result of living in each type of religious culture compared 
with the effects of living in Protestant societies, controlling for the other 
factors in the model. The results confirm the significance of the observed 
cultural patterns, even after controlling for levels of human and political 
development and the social background of respondents. Overall the work 
ethic weakened by levels of human development, as well as by the educa¬ 
tion and income of individuals, as expected. Growing affluence, and the 
development of the welfare state in richer countries, mean that work is 
no longer such an essential necessity of life, and people turn increasingly 
toward other opportunities for individual self-fulfillment. But even after 
entering these factors, all other religious cultures proved significantly more 
work-oriented than Protestant societies, and the strongest coefficients were 
in Muslim nations. 

To examine the consistency of this pattern among particular countries, 
as well as systematic variations among richer and poorer Protestant soci¬ 
eties, the scatter plot in Figure 7.1 illustrates the distribution in more detail. 
Societies that emphasize the intrinsic value of work most strongly also place 
the greatest importance on the material rewards as well (there is a strong 
and significant correlation between the two scales R = .618). The Protes¬ 
tant societies are scattered across the graph but are mostly located in the 
bottom-left quadrant, indicating nations that are consistently low on both 
the intrinsic and the material work scales. This includes the more afflu¬ 
ent Protestant societies such as Finland and Denmark, but also Latvia and 
Zimbabwe. The United States is relatively high among Protestant societies 
in its work ethic, although moderate in comparison with all countries of the 
world. The Orthodox and Catholic societies are also scattered around the 
middle of the distribution, whereas by contrast most (not all) of the Muslim 
societies are high in both dimensions of the work ethic, including Jordan, 
Morocco, Indonesia, Turkey, and Nigeria, as well as Egypt and Bangladesh. 

Our conclusion is reinforced by Figure 7.2, which compares how far 
people believe that work is a duty to society and how far they feel that work 
should be given priority over leisure. Fewer societies can be compared using 
these items, which were not carried in all waves of the WVS. Nevertheless, 
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Figure 7.1. Work values by Religious Culture. Source: World Values 
Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981-2000. 


the results confirm that many of the affluent Protestant nations express the 
least agreement with these sentiments, including Britain, the Netherlands, 
and the United States. Other cultures prove more mixed, but once more 
Morocco and Bangladesh, some of the poorest Muslim nations, place the 
heaviest emphasis on the value of work as a duty or calling. The consistency 
of this general pattern using alternative attitudinal indicators lends greater 
confidence to our interpretation of the results, suggesting that the findings 
are robust and do not depend upon the particular indicator that is chosen 
for comparison. 

Of course the results are limited; contemporary survey data cannot tell us 
how these cultural attitudes compared in many previous centuries, and we 
lack historical evidence at the time of the Reformation. It is entirely possible 
that a strong orientation toward work as a duty characterized the Protestant 
societies of Northern Europe during the rise of bourgeois capitalism - and 
that this ethos gradually dissipated precisely because these societies were 
the first to become rich - and to shift toward emphasizing a more leisured 
lifestyle in subsequent centuries. Although some historians doubt the thesis, 
Weber’s analysis could be correct for the historical era when he claimed that 
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Religious culture 
x Eastern 

■ Muslim 
T Orthodox 

Protestant 

■ Roman Catholic 

Rsq = 0.5805 

3.2 3.4 3.6 3.8 4.0 4.2 4.4 4.6 4.8 

Disagree - Work is a duty to society - Agree 

Figure 7.2. Work Orientations by Religious Culture. Note: Q: “Do you. agree 
or disagree with the following statements?” (1) Strongly agree, (2) agree, 

(3) neither, (4) disagree, (5) strongly disagree. Q102: “Work should always come 
first, even if it means less spare time. ” (Agree coded high). Q100: “Work is a duty 
toward society.” (Agree coded high). Source: World Values Survey/European 
Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981-2001. 

the Protestant ethos fueled the capitalist spirit. 17 But it seems clear that 
today, contemporary Protestant societies place relatively little value on the 
virtues of labor, in terms of both material and intrinsic rewards, especially 
compared with contemporary Muslim societies. Systematic survey evidence 
from a broad range of societies indicates that by the late twentieth century 
the work ethic was no longer a distinctive aspect of Protestant societies - 
quite the contrary, they are the societies that emphasize these characteristics 
least of any cultural region in the world. Any historical legacy, if it did exist 
in earlier eras, appears to have been dissipated by processes of development. 

Attitudes toward Capitalism 

What of broader attitudes toward some of the key principles of capital¬ 
ism, such as attitudes toward the role of the market versus the state? We 
have already noted that Guiso, Sapienza, and Zingales, drawing on the first 
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three waves of the WVS, concluded that religiosity was associated with 
personal trust, which social capital theory claims is broadly conducive to 
effective free markets and better governing institutions. 18 The logic sug¬ 
gests that a cultural trait affects certain values or beliefs, and those beliefs 
in turn influence economic decision-making and thus economic outcomes. 
Yet the linkages in this chain of reasoning between social trust and eco¬ 
nomic growth remain controversial. 19 Guiso, Sapienza, and Zingales’ more 
direct comparison of economic attitudes among Christian denominations, 
however, found mixed results: “Protestants are more trusting and favor incen¬ 
tives more, Catholics are more thrifty and favor private property and competition 
more. ” 2 ° In this chapter economic values related to support for capitalism 
can be compared by focusing upon four io-point scale items concerning: 
(i) the priority of maintaining individual economic incentives rather than 
achieving greater income equality; (2) whether people should take respon¬ 
sibility for themselves rather than the government providing for everyone; 
(3) whether competition is regarded as good or harmful; and lastly (4) prefer¬ 
ences for the role of the state or the private market in ownership of business 
and industry. Table 7.4 summarizes the mean distribution of responses by 
the type of religious culture and the type of society. 

If we just compare Protestant and Catholic societies, Protestants are 
slightly more pro-capitalist in orientation on three out of four indicators. 
This does provide some limited support for the Weberian thesis. Yet com¬ 
parisons across all religious cultures show a more mixed pattern, according 
to the particular dimension under comparison. Overall compared with all 
religious cultures, those living in Protestant societies gave the least sup¬ 
port to the position that individuals should be responsible for providing for 
themselves, rather than the government being responsible to ensure that ev¬ 
eryone is provided for. This response is consistent with the extensive welfare 
states and cradle-to-grave protection that exist in Protestant Scandinavia 
and Northern Europe, along with relatively high trust in government com¬ 
monly found in the Nordic nations. 21 Compared with all other cultures, 
Protestant societies ranked toward the middle on attitudes favoring eco¬ 
nomic incentives over economic equality. They also were more positive 
than average toward the value of competition, and they were highest of all 
cultures on support for private ownership of business and industry, rather 
than state ownership. While the latter finding could be interpreted as ap¬ 
proval of a key dimension of capitalist economies and private property, the 
overall pattern remains mixed. The evidence does not provide consistent 
support for the thesis that those living in Protestant societies today have 
a stronger commitment to free market economic values and a minimal 
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Table 7.4. Economic Attitudes by Religious Culture and Society 



Favor Economic 

Incentives over 

Economic 

Equality 

Favor Individual 
Responsibility 
over State 
Responsibility 

Favor 

Competition 

Favor Private 
Ownership 


VI41 

VI43 

V144R 

V142R 

All 

5.9 

5.6 

7.5 

6.1 

Type of religious culture 

Protestant 5.8 

5.1 

7.6 

6.8 

Roman Catholic 

5.6 

5.6 

7.2 

6.2 

Orthodox 

6.4 

6.4 

7.5 

5.4 

Muslim 

6.4 

5.4 

8.0 

5.6 

Eastern 

5.7 

5.9 

7.6 

5.6 

Type of society 

Postindustrial 

5.7 

5.3 

7.2 

6.8 

Industrial 

5.8 

5.8 

7.4 

5.8 

Agrarian 

6.4 

5.4 

8.0 

5.6 

Difference by 

. 120 *** 

.131*** 

Q97*** 

.182*** 

religious cultures 

Difference by type 

.088**** 

.080*** 

. 110 *** 

77 * * * 

of society 

Number of 

188,401 

204,949 

187,400 

172,549 

respondents 


note: The mean scores on the following 10-point scales recoded so that low = leftwing, high = 
rightwing: Q141-144: "Now I’d like you to tell me your views on various issues. How would you 
place your views on this scale? 1 means you agree completely with the statement on the left; 10 
means you agree completely with the statement on the right; and if your views fall somewhere 
in-between, choose any number in-between ...” 

■ Q141: (1) “We need larger income differences as incentives for individual effort.” Or 
(10) “Incomes should be made more equal." 

■ Q143: (1) "The government should take more responsibility to ensure that every¬ 
one is provided for." Or (10) “People should take more responsibility to provide for 
themselves.’’ 

■ Q142R: (1) “Private ownership of business and industry should be increased." Or (10) "Gov¬ 
ernment ownership of business and industry should be increased." 

■ Q144R: (1) “Competition is harmful. It brings out the worst in people." Or (10) “Competition 
is good. It stimulates people to work hard and develop new ideas. ” 

The significance of the difference between group means is measured by ANOVA 
(Eta). Significance: ***P = .001; ***»p = .0001. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, Waves II to IV (1990-2001). 
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role for the state. Many factors may be influencing capitalist attitudes in 
any given society, such as the public’s experience of government services, 
the benefits offered by the welfare state, and the performance of public 
sector industries. 

Ethical Standards 

Yet the Weberian thesis might still apply to contemporary Protestant soci¬ 
eties, if we found that certain ethical standards, which grease the wheels of 
capitalism, were more pronounced in them. Willingness to obey the law, 
voluntary compliance with the payment of taxes, honesty in public transac¬ 
tions, and lack of corruption are all standards of public life that are widely 
believed to play an important role in the economy. Indeed, during the last 
decade the issue of corruption has witnessed a marked revival of interest 
among many international developmental agencies, including the World 
Bank and Transparency International. Widespread bribery and corruption 
in the public sector is now commonly regarded as one of the most important 
problems for economic development, as otherwise international aid only 
benefits the governing elites. Is it true that religious cultures play a critical 
role in setting certain ethical standards that encourage business confidence, 
investment, and contract compliance? The WVS contains four io-point 
scale items that are designed to test the public’s ethical attitudes, includ¬ 
ing how far people believe that certain actions are either always justified, 
never justified, or somewhere in-between. For the comparison, we take 
the strictest standard, which is the proportion that regarded certain actions 
as never justified. The items we compared included claiming government 
benefits to which you are not entitled, avoiding a fare on public transport, 
cheating on taxes, and someone accepting a bribe during the course of 
their duties. 

There was a broad consensus about these ethical standards; Table 7.5 
shows that overall almost two-thirds of the public thought that claiming 
false benefits, avoiding fares, and cheating taxes were never justified, with 
this proportion rising to three-quarters concerning bribery. Comparison 
across religious cultures shows that Protestant societies proved only moder¬ 
ately ethical on all four scales; usually slightly more ethical than the Catholic 
societies but not displaying the highest ethical standards across all groups; 
indeed, by contrast the Eastern religious cultures showed the highest dis¬ 
approval of moral infringements. Any argument that today Protestant so¬ 
cieties display higher ethical standards that may be conducive to business 
confidence and good governance is not supported by this analysis. 
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Table 7.5. Ethical Scales by Religion (% “Never justified”) 


Type of 

Religious 

Culture 

Claiming 
Government 
Benefits to 
Which You 

Are Not Entitled 

Avoiding a 
Fare on 

Public 

Transport 

Cheating 
on Taxes If 
You Have a 

Chance 

Someone 
Accepting a 
Bribe in the 
Course of 
Their Duties 

All 

61 

59 

60 

74 

Religious culture 

Protestant 

67 

61 

56 

76 

Catholic 

57 

54 

57 

71 

Orthodox 

54 

47 

so 

72 

Muslim 

66 

71 

75 

81 

Eastern 

68 

75 

79 

80 

Type of society 

Postindustrial 

66 

63 

56 

75 

Industrial 

55 

50 

57 

71 

Agrarian 

65 

69 

71 

79 

Difference by 

.114*** 

.171*** 

.176*** 

.081*** 

religious culture 

Difference by 

.108*** 

.155*** 

.120*** 

.065*** 

type of society 

Number of 

75 

75 

75 

75 

societies 


note: Q: “Please tell me for each of the following statements whether you think it can 
always be justified (10), can never be justified (1), or something in-between." Percentage 
“Can never be justified.” The significance of the differences between groups without any 
controls is measured by ANOVA (Eta). *** Significant at the .001 levels. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, Waves III and IV (1995-2001). 


Moral “Life Issue” Values 

Lastly, to put these cultural differences into a broader context, we can also 
compare attitudes toward “life and death” matters where religious institu¬ 
tions have traditionally played a strong role and spoken with most moral 
authority in seeking to set standards concerning the issues of euthanasia, 
suicide, and abortion. Studies have commonly found that the type of reli¬ 
gious faith plays a major role in explaining attitudes toward abortion in the 
United States, with growing polarization between fundamentalist Protes¬ 
tants and liberals over recent decades. 22 Comparative research has also es¬ 
tablished that the strength of religiosity, and contrasts between Protestants 
and Catholics, influence abortion attitudes in Western Europe, as well as 
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Table 7.6. Moral “Life Issue” Values by Religious Culture (% “Never 
justified”) 



Abortion 

Suicide 

Euthanasia 

All 

41 

67 

44 

Religious culture 

Protestant 

31 

58 

32 

Catholic 

45 

65 

43 

Orthodox 

25 

69 

41 

Muslim 

60 

86 

72 

Eastern 

40 

65 

34 

Type of society 

Postindustrial 

25 

50 

26 

Industrial 

38 

68 

42 

Agrarian 

60 

88 

65 

Difference by religious culture 

.480** * 

.526*** 

.596*** 

Difference by type of society 

. 575 *** 

.715*** 

.705*** 

Number of societies 

75 

75 

75 


note: Q: “Please tell me for each of the following statements whether you think it 
can always be justified (10), can never be justified (1), or something in-between." 
Percentage “Can never be justified" (1). The significance of the differences between 
groups without any controls is measured by ANOVA (Eta). *** Significant at the 
.001 levels. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981— 
2001. 


broader moral values. 23 How do the differences among religious cultures 
that we have observed so far on economic attitudes compare with these 
issues? The WVS contains three ro-point scales measuring how far people 
felt that euthanasia, suicide, and abortion were or were not justified, similar 
to those already used to compare economic attitudes. Again we can com¬ 
pare those who believe that these issues were “never” justified as the 
strictest test. 

The results of the comparison in Table 7.6 show that on these issues 
there were far larger contrasts in moral attitudes, both between Protestant 
and Catholic societies, as well as among all the world’s faiths and by type of 
society. On abortion, for example, in Orthodox societies only one-quarter 
thought that abortion was never justified (where, under communism, these 
facilities had long been easily available to women as part of Soviet repro¬ 
ductive policy). Similar sentiments were expressed by just under one-third 
of those living in Protestant nations. By contrast, in Catholic societies 
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almost-one-half (45%) thought that abortion was never justified, rising 
to almost two-thirds (60%) of those living in Muslim nations. Equally 
strong contrasts were found among societies by levels of development; 
by far the most liberal attitudes toward abortion were evident in postin¬ 
dustrial societies (where only one-quarter thought it was never justified) 
compared with almost two-thirds (60%) disapproving in agrarian societies. 
Nor was this contrast confined to the issue of reproductive rights; instead 
very similar, or even stronger, patterns were found concerning attitudes 
toward suicide and euthanasia. This suggests that the differences by lev¬ 
els of development, and to a lesser extent by type of religious culture, 
were not confined to specific theological teachings, but instead reflected 
a broader and more general ethos toward these life and death issues. Over¬ 
all, as expected, postindustrial societies were significantly more liberal in 
their moral attitudes while poorer developing nations proved by far the 
most traditional. 

Again the results could be spurious, since liberal attitudes are commonly 
found to be closely associated with education and income. The multivariate 
models presented in Table 7.7 confirm that the impact of religious culture on 
moral attitudes remains significant, even after controlling for levels of devel¬ 
opment and for individual social background factors. Catholic and Muslim 
societies were significantly more traditional toward abortion, suicide, and 
euthanasia than Protestant nations. Those living elsewhere displayed a more 
mixed pattern. The impact of age has a significant and consistent effect in 
these models by generating more traditional attitudes across these three 
moral issues, while education and income, as expected, were persistently 
associated with more liberal attitudes. The effects of gender proved mixed, 
with women slightly more liberal toward abortion, while men were more 
liberal toward the issues of suicide and euthanasia. But after controlling for 
these differences, people living in Catholic and in Muslim societies proved 
consistently more traditional than those in Protestant nations across all 
three moral issues. 

The scatter gram in Figure 7.3, comparing attitudes toward abortion and 
euthanasia, illustrates these contrasts most clearly among different societies. 
The most liberal countries on these life-and-death issues included some 
of the Nordic Protestant states, including Denmark and Sweden, as well 
as the Netherlands and New Zealand, and also some of the Catholic societies 
such as France, the Czech Republic, and Canada. By contrast, many of 
the Muslim states proved highly traditional, including Bangladesh, Algeria, 
Egypt, and Nigeria, as well as Latin American Catholic societies such as 
Chile, El Salvador, and Brazil. 


Table 7.7. Moral Values by Type of Predominant Religious Culture, with Controls 

Abortion Suicide Euthanasia 
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understood to represent the effect of living in each type of religious culture compared with living in Protestant societies, net of all prior controls. 
Value scales: Significance (Sig.): ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = Not significant. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981-2001. 
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Religious culture 

x Eastern 

■ Muslim 
T Orthodox 

Protestant 

■ Roman Catholic 

Total Population 
Rsq = 0.6165 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Euthanasia 10-pt. scale 

Figure 7.3. Moral “Life Issue” Values by Type of Religion. Note: Q: “Please 
tell me for each of the following statements whether you think it can always 
be justified (10), never be justified (1), or something in-between...” V210: 
“Abortion.” V212: “Euthanasia - ending the life of the incurably sick.” Source: 
World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981- 
2001 . 



Conclusions 

There are many reasons why we might expect that the moral and ethi¬ 
cal values taught by the world’s major faiths would exert an enduring im¬ 
pact on the publics living in these societies. Those who are brought up 
attending religious services as active adherents to these religions will be 
most exposed to the teachings of religious leaders, and their interpreta¬ 
tion of moral standards in holy texts, but through a broader process of 
diffusion everyone in these societies might be affected by these cultural 
values. The claims of Weberian theory suggest that the church’s values 
are important, not just for themselves, but also because cultural factors 
may have a decisive impact on patterns of economic growth and devel¬ 
opment. In particular, Weber argued, after the Reformation the ethos 
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of Protestantism in Europe fueled the spirit of capitalism. But do de¬ 
nomination cultures continue to exert a decisive influence on economic 
attitudes and moral standards today? If secularization has weakened the 
strength and vitality of religion in affluent nations, then instead of the 
church imposing clear and distinct ethical standards and rules for society, 
we might expect contemporary modern societies to display a bricolage, or 
a diverse patchwork of moral values, beliefs, and practices derived from 
many sources. 24 

We cannot examine the sort of historical evidence that would unravel 
the relationship that Weber discussed between Calvinistic values found in 
Western Europe at the time of the Reformation and the subsequent rise 
of the merchant class of bourgeois shopkeepers, industrialists, and busi¬ 
ness entrepreneurs dueling early capitalism. What we can do, however, is 
see whether any legacy from Protestantism continues to stamp an endur¬ 
ing cultural imprint on economic attitudes in Protestant societies in the 
late twentieth century that distinguish these from other world religions. 
What the comparison reveals is that those living in contemporary Protes¬ 
tant societies display the weakest work ethic today, not the strongest, in 
comparison with all the other major religious cultures. Given the choice, 
those living in Protestant nations give roughly equal weight to the im¬ 
portance of work and leisure. On broader economic attitudes, there is a 
modest difference, with Protestant societies slightly more pro-free mar¬ 
ket on most measures under comparison than Catholic cultures. Never¬ 
theless, Protestant societies are not the most pro-market across all reli¬ 
gions. On ethical issues, it is not the case that Protestant cultures display 
higher moral standards of probity and honesty. By contrast, stronger dif¬ 
ferences by types of religious culture emerged on life-and-death issues, 
including attitudes toward abortion and suicide, rather than on economic 
attitudes. It appears that the teaching of spiritual authorities has greatest 
impact today regarding more basic moral questions. But as we have also 
observed throughout, long-term processes of societal development are also 
transforming these basic cultural values, moving publics toward greater 
moral liberalism on issues of sexuality and toward pursuit of opportuni¬ 
ties for self-fulfillment outside of the workplace and economic sphere. 
We go on in the next chapter to see how far this process has also in¬ 
fluenced the role of the church and religious institutions in encourag¬ 
ing engagement in voluntary associations and therefore social capital in 
local communities. 
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Technical Appendix 


Table A7.1. Illustration of the Full Regression Model Used in Tables 7.3 and 

7.7 



Duty to work scale 



B 

s.e. 

Beta 

Sig. 

Developmental controls 

Level of human development (100-point scale) 

-52.7 

1.04 

-.41 

* * * 

Level of political development 

.857 

.079 

.09 

* * * 

Social controls 

Age (Years) 

.206 

.005 

.21 

* * * 

Gender (Male = 1) 

1.05 

.146 

.03 

* * * 

Education (3 categories low to high) 

-1.58 

.103 

-.08 

* * * 

Income (10 categories low to high) 

-.200 

.029 

-.03 

* * * 

Type of religious culture 

Catholic 

7.01 

.192 

.22 

* * * 

Orthodox 

6.25 

.281 

.14 

* * * 

Muslim 

9.52 

.409 

.13 

* * * 

Eastern 

7.93 

.374 

.13 

* * * 

(Constant) 

99.3 




Adjusted R 2 Block 1 (Macro control 

.098 




variables only) 

Adjusted R 2 Block 2 (Macro + 

.163 




micro controls) 

Adjusted R 2 Block 3 (All controls + 

.199 




type of culture) 






note: This illustrates the full ordinary least squares regression model, with blockwise 
entry, in this case with the duty of work measured using a 100-point scale as the depen¬ 
dent variable. Block 1 of the model controls for the level of development of the society. 
Block 2 then enters the social background of respondents. Block 3 then enters the type of 
religious culture, based on the predominant religion, coded as dummy variables. Protestant 
societies represent the (omitted) reference category. The coefficients represent the effects 
of living in each type of society compared with living in Protestant societies, net of all prior 
controls. Level of human development: Human Development Index (HDI) 2000, including 
longevity, literacy, and education, and per capita GDP in $US PPP (UNDP Development 
Report 2000). Level of political development: Freedom House 7-point index (reversed) of 
political rights and civil liberties 1999-2000 (www.freedomhouse.org). type of society: see 
Table Al. Significance (Sig.): ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. B = unstandardized regres¬ 
sion coefficient. Beta = standardized regression coefficient, s.e. = standard error. N/s = 
Not significant. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey (WVS), pooled sample 1981-2001. 
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Religious Organizations and 
Social Capital 


earlier chapters have demonstrated that where religious values are un¬ 
dermined by the first stage of the modernization process, this influences 
participation in services of worship. What are the broader consequences 
of secularization for engagement in faith-based organizations, civic net¬ 
works, and social capital in postindustrial societies? Mainline Protestant 
churches in the United States - Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, 
and Lutherans - have long been regarded as playing a central role in the 
lives of their local communities. They are believed to do so by providing 
places for people to meet, fostering informal social networks of friends 
and neighbors, developing leadership skills in religious organizations and 
church committees, informing people about public affairs, delivering wel¬ 
fare services, providing a community meeting place, drawing together peo¬ 
ple from diverse social and ethnic backgrounds, and encouraging active 
involvement in associational groups concerned with education, youth de¬ 
velopment, and human services, exemplified by the Rotary clubs, YMCA, 
and school boards. 1 

The role of churches in the United States raises important questions: 
in particular, do religious institutions function in similar ways in other 
countries, fostering social networks, associational activism, and civic 
engagement? And, if so, has secularization contributed to an erosion of 
social capital in postindustrial societies? To focus on these issues, the first 
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section of this chapter outlines Robert Putnam’s influential theory about 
the role of religion in social capital. We then analyze the extent to which 
religious participation seems to affect belonging to voluntary organiza¬ 
tions and community associations, both faith-based and non-religious, 
in different faiths and types of society. The last section considers the 
effects of religious participation on a broader range of civic attitudes 
and behaviors. 


Putnam’s Theory of Social Capital 

Theories of social capital originated in the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu and 
J ames Coleman, emphasizing the importance of social ties and shared norms 
for societal well-being and economic efficiency. 2 Robert Putnam generated 
widespread debate when he expanded this notion in Making Democracy Work 
(1993) and in Bowling Alone (2000). 3 For Putnam, social capital means “ con¬ 
nections among individuals — social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness that arise from them .” 4 This is understood as both a struc¬ 
tural phenomenon (social networks of friends, neighbors, and colleagues) 
and a cultural phenomenon (social norms that facilitate collaborative 
cooperation). 

The heart of Putnam’s theory rests on three key claims. The first is that 
horizontal networks embodied in civic society, and the norms and values 
related to these ties, have important social consequences, both for the people 
in them and for society at large, by producing private goods and public 
goods. In particular, networks of friends, colleagues, and neighbors are 
associated with norms of generalized reciprocity in a skein of mutual obli¬ 
gations and responsibilities. Bridging networks are thought to foster the 
conditions for collaboration, coordination, and cooperation to create col¬ 
lective goods. Voluntary organizations such as parent-teacher associations, 
women’s groups, and youth clubs are regarded as particularly important for 
this process because active engagement brings local people into face-to-face 
contact, achieves specific community goals, and encourages broader traits, 
including interpersonal trust. In turn, social capital is believed to function 
as an important resource leading toward a diverse array of benefits from 
individual health and happiness to child welfare and education, social toler¬ 
ance, economic prosperity, reduced ethnic violence, and good institutional 
performance: “'social capital ?nakes us smarter, healthier, safer, richer.” 5 

Moreover, in Bowling Alone Putnam argues that, as churches have tradi¬ 
tionally played a vital role in American civic life, the process of secularization 
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has significantly contributed to the erosion of community activism. Putnam 
regards religious organizations, particularly Protestant churches, as 
uniquely important for American civic society: “ Faith communities in which 
people worship together are arguably the single most important repository of social 
capital in America? 6 Religious involvement is seen as central for American 
communities, with faith-based organizations serving civic life directly by 
providing social support for members and services to the local area, as well 
as indirectly, by nurturing organizational skills, inculcating moral values, 
and encouraging altruism. The decline in religious involvement during the 
twentieth century, he suggests, is most evident among the younger genera¬ 
tions. ''Americans are going to church less often than we did three or four decades 
ago, and the churches we go to are less engaged with the wider community. Trends 
in religions life reinforce rather than counterbalance the ominous plunge in social 
connectedness in the secular community. ” 7 Putnam suggests that the United 
States is far from unique in this regard, as a fall in church attendance is 
also evident in similar societies elsewhere: “The universal decline of en¬ 
gagement in these institutions is a striking fact about the dynamics of social 
capital in advanced democracies.” 8 

Putnam also argues that social capital has significant political consequences, 
both for democratic citizenship and ultimately for government perfor¬ 
mance. The theory can be understood as a two-step model that claims that 
civic society directly promotes social capital (the social networks and cul¬ 
tural norms that arise from civic society), which in turn facilitates political 
participation and good governance. “Civic engagement” refers to a variety 
of activities, ranging from the act of voting to more demanding forms of 
participation exemplified by campaign work, party membership, contacting 
officials, and protesting. Others have confirmed the central role of churches 
in fostering civic engagement in America; for example Verba, Schlozman, 
and Brady found that being recruited to vote or to take some other form of 
political action through church, work, or other non-political organization 
was a powerful predictor of political participation, being approximately as 
powerful as education or political interest. 9 Rosenstone and Hansen ar¬ 
gue that people are “pulled” into political activism by party organizations, 
group networks like churches, and by informal social networks. 10 Drawing 
on the American survey evidence available since the late 1960s and early 
1970s, Putnam documents an erosion of traditional forms of conventional 
political engagement, exemplified by attending public meetings, working 
for a political party, and signing petitions, which he links with the decline in 
voluntary associations during the postwar era. 11 Putnam demonstrates that 
membership in many forms of civic associations, including labor unions, 
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social clubs like the Elks and the Moose, and community organizations 
such as the Parent Teacher Association (PTA), expanded in the early twen¬ 
tieth century but then faded in postwar America. 

But it remains unclear whether a steady erosion of membership in 
voluntary organizations has occurred during the postwar era, either 
in the United States or in other postindustrial nations. 12 Several in¬ 
vestigators dispute the American evidence; Rotolo, for example, exam¬ 
ined annual trends in American associational membership from 1974 to 
1994 as measured by the General Social Survey, replicating Putnam’s 
approach. 13 The study confirmed that some organizations, such as church- 
related groups, trade unions, fraternal organizations, sports-related groups, 
and college fraternities, experienced falling membership. But others had 
stable membership, and some groups, such as hobby clubs, literary 
groups, professional associations, school-related organizations, and veter¬ 
ans’ groups, saw a substantial expansion in membership during these years. 
Wuthnow reaches similar conclusions concerning varied trends across di¬ 
verse social sectors. 14 

The available research has generally failed to demonstrate a consistent 
and universal slump in grassroots affiliation across a broad range of asso¬ 
ciations in most postindustrial nations in recent decades. Instead, studies 
generally report diverse trends in membership and activism among differ¬ 
ent types of associational groups, for example a shrinkage in the mass base 
of trade unions in many (but not all) nations, but rising activism in new 
social movements, including those concerned with human rights, global¬ 
ization, women’s issues, and the environment. 15 Comparisons also reveal 
persistent differences in the strength and vitality of civic society among 
different cultural regions and nations around the globe, which may re¬ 
late to the historic relationship between civic society and the state, such 
as sharp contrasts evident between Nordic societies and ex-Soviet states. 
Kees Aarts, for instance, reported trendless fluctuations in levels of mem¬ 
bership in traditional organizations in Western Europe in the 1950s- 
1990s. 16 Historical case studies in particular nations have generally found 
a complicated pattern, for example Peter Hall examined trends in a wide 
array of indicators of social capital in Britain. 17 Membership in voluntary 
associations, he concluded, has been roughly stable since the 1950s, ris¬ 
ing in the 1960s, and subsiding only modestly since then. While churches 
have faded in popularity in recent decades, environmental organizations 
and charities have expanded, so that overall the voluntary sector in Britain 
remains rich and vibrant. Case studies in Sweden, Japan, and Australia 
confirm similar complex trends. 18 An emerging array of studies of social 
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capital in post-Communist and developing societies also belie the existence 
of any simple linkages among social networks and trust, human develop¬ 
ment, and good governance. 19 Therefore, although it seems clear that sec¬ 
ularization has occurred in most affluent countries, it remains unclear from 
the literature whether this process has contributed to an erosion of faith- 
based organizations, such as church-related charities, social networks, and 
youth clubs, as might well be expected; and it remains unclear whether 
the decline in churchgoing has brought declining membership in commu¬ 
nity associations and engagement in civic affairs more broadly, as many 
observers fear. 

Comparing Associational Membership 

To examine these issues, we will analyze systematic evidence concerning a 
set of testable hypotheses. According to social capital theory, religious par¬ 
ticipation (defined as regular attendance at services of worship) is predicted 
to affect: 

i. Membership in related religions organizations, exemplified by faith-based 
welfare groups, where we expect the effects of religious participation 
to be strongest and most direct; 

ii. Belonging to a broader range of non-religious voluntary organizations and 
community associations, for example, those concerned with the educa¬ 
tional and cultural groups, sports clubs, and trade unions; and lastly 

iii. Civic engagement more generally, including social attitudes and polit¬ 
ical behavior, where we hypothesize that religious participation will 
probably have only a weaker and more indirect impact. 

We will also examine the impact of intervening variables that could influ¬ 
ence this relationship. In particular we will determine whether the linkage 
between religious participation and these factors varies among different 
faiths, for example between more “horizontal” and egalitarian organization 
typical of Protestant churches and the more “hierarchical” organization 
evident in the Catholic Church, as well as among different types of rich 
and poor society. We will examine both the structural and cultural dimen¬ 
sions of social capital - that is, the strength of social networks (measured 
by belonging to a wide range of associational groups), and the strength of 
cultural norms (gauged by feelings of social trust). And since social cap¬ 
ital is a relational phenomenon, found in the bonds between neighbors, 
work colleagues, and friends, any linkages between religious participation, 
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voluntary associations, and civic engagement will be explored at both indi¬ 
vidual and societal levels. 

The empirical analysis focuses on two waves of the WVS (in the early 
1990s and in 1999-2001) that carried identical measures of associational 
membership, as follows: 20 “ Please look carefully at the follow mg list of volun¬ 
tary organizations and activities and say... (a) Which, if any, do you belong to? 
(b) Which, if any, are you currently doing unpaid voluntary work for?” The 
survey lists fifteen types of social groups, including church or religious 
organizations, sports or recreational organizations, political parties, art, 
music or educational organizations, labor unions, professional associations, 
health-related, charitable organizations, environmental organizations, and 
any other voluntary organization. The diverse range therefore includes tra¬ 
ditional interest groups and mainstream civic associations, as well as some 
new social movements. 

Levels of human and political development, as well as patterns of age, 
gender, education, and income, are often systematically associated with par¬ 
ticipation in religious services, as well as with membership in community 
associations and levels of civic engagement. The analysis therefore uses 
multivariate regression models analyzing the impact of religious participa¬ 
tion with prior controls for levels of human and political development, as 
well as for the standard factors commonly linked to civic participation at 
the individual level, such as education, income, gender, and age. Denomina¬ 
tional differences may also matter; Robert Wuthnow has noted that in the 
United States, membership in mainline Protestant congregations generates 
the kinds of social networks, norms, and relationships that help individuals 
and communities attain important goals, encouraging volunteering, civic 
engagement, and political participation - but that membership in evangel¬ 
ical churches does not have these effects. He suggests that social capital 
in America may have fallen due to the demographic shrinkage of main¬ 
line Protestant congregations since the 1960s, in contrast with the rapid 
growth of Baptist churches and evangelicals such as Pentecostals, fueled 
by trends in population and immigration. 21 Levels of societal development 
are also relevant; we have already observed that religiosity is far stronger 
in poorer developing nations than in affluent societies. Nevertheless, as¬ 
sociational membership is expected to be relatively widespread in postin¬ 
dustrial democracies, where parties, trade unions, professional associations, 
and other related organizations are well established among the professional 
middle classes in civil society. For these reasons, we also examine whether 
religious participation causes significant differences associated with the type 
of religious faith and the type of society. 
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(i) Explaining Membership in Religious Organizations 

We will examine the impact of religious participation on belonging to 
church or religious-based voluntary associations, with the latter measured 
as a dummy variable. We hypothesize that attending religious services will 
be closely related to membership in other church groups, typified by con¬ 
gregations volunteering to help with Protestant Sunday schools, Jewish 
charities, or Catholic youth programs. The results of the multivariate lo¬ 
gistic regression model in Table 8.1 confirm that membership in religious 
organizations rose with levels of human and political development; the 
growth of affluence, education, and leisure time, as well as the spread of 
civic society with democratization, boost membership in church-related as¬ 
sociations, as well as belonging to many other interest groups and new social 
movements. Individual membership also rises with age and income levels, 
characteristics that have been found to be associated with civic engagement 
in many studies. But gender proves to be insignificant; the stronger reli¬ 
giosity of women appears to counterbalance the greater propensity of men 
to join most kinds of organizations. 22 Education also proves to have a neg¬ 
ative impact, contrary to the usual pattern of participation; this suggests 
that faith-based organizations provide an important channel of commu¬ 
nity engagement for those who are religious but have lower educational 
levels. Even after this battery of controls has been applied, regular attendance at 
churches, mosques, temples, and synagogues shows a significant impact on member- 
ship in religious organizations, such as volunteering to help run faith-based 
charities, soup kitchens, and social clubs. Among those who attended a 
service of worship at least weekly, one-third belonged to a religious or 
church-related association, compared with only 4% of those who did not 
attend regularly. This pattern was found with every type of faith except 
Orthodox (which was negatively associated with belonging to religious 
organizations) and Islamic (with a positive but insignificant relationship, 
which reflects the limited number of cases from Muslim states). The rela¬ 
tionship was strongest for Protestants and Hindus, where about one in 
four people belonged to a religious organization, followed by those of 
Jewish faith. Atheists, as expected, had lower than average involvement in 
religious organizations. 

(ii) Explaining Membership in Non-Religious Organizations 

Confirmation that church attendance is linked with belonging to faith- 
based associations is far from surprising. If this were all that it claimed, 
Putnam’s theory would be trivial. Putnam’s social capital theory, however, 
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Table 8.1. Explaining Membership in Religious Organizations 


Membership in Religions 
Organizations 



B 

s.e. 

Sig. 

Developmental controls 

Level of human development (100-point scale) 

1.057 

.1.42 

* * * 

Level of political development 

.309 

.015 

* * * 

Social controls 

Age (Years) 

.002 

.001 

* * 

Gender (Male = 1) 

.028 

.028 

N/s 

Education (3 categories low to high) 

-.058 

.019 

* * * 

Income (10 categories low to high) 

.076 

.005 

* * * 

Religious participation and type of faith 

Religious participation 

.342 

.008 

* * * 

Protestant 

1.945 

.128 

* * * 

Catholic 

.331 

.129 

* * * 

Orthodox 

-1.22 

.172 

* * * 

Muslim 

.065 

.135 

N/s 

Jewish 

1.409 

.250 

* * * 

Hindu 

1.790 

.191 

* * * 

Buddhist 

.605 

.166 

* * * 

None/Atheist 

-1.013 

.140 

* * * 

(Constant) 

-6.519 



% correctly predicted 

85 



Nagelkerke R 2 

.356 




note: The table presents the results of a logistic regression model where membership 
in a religious organization is the dependent variable. The figures represent the unstan¬ 
dardized beta (B), the standard error (s.e.), and the significance of the coefficient (Sig.): 
***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = Not significant. Religious participation: Q185: 
"Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious 
services these days? More than once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special 
holy days, once a year, less often, never or practically never.” Membership in religious 
organization: “Please look carefully at the following list of voluntary organizations and 
activities and say... (a) Which, if any, do you belong to? A religious or church-related 
organization (Coded 0/1). Religious faith: "Do you belong to a religious denomination?” If 
“Yes,” “ Which one?” If “No,” coded None/Atheist (0). Measured at individual level. 
Source: World Values Survey Wave IV 1999-2001. 


makes a less obvious and more interesting claim: that civic society is denser 
and stronger if people belong to multiple overlapping categories, such as 
professional and philanthropic groups, or unions and environmental orga¬ 
nizations, so that church attendance strengthens other overlapping link¬ 
ages within the community. “Bridging” forms of social capital, which span 
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different social sectors and ideological viewpoints, are strengthened by mul¬ 
tiple memberships. Do religious institutions have the power to influence 
broader engagement in community life? To test this claim, we will compare 
the average number of non-religious community associations that people 
joined, using a 14-point scale summarizing membership in all the organi¬ 
zations listed in Table 8.3 except the religious or church-related category. 
Overall about half (50%) the public reported belonging to no voluntary 
associations, one-quarter (24%) belonged to just one type of organization, 
while the remaining quarter of the public were members of more than one 
type of group. 23 

Table 8.2 analyzes factors predicting membership in voluntary organi¬ 
zations and community associations. Once again, levels of political devel¬ 
opment are positively linked with associational membership; as many have 
observed, the growth of political rights and civic liberties, associated with 
the process of democratization, expands opportunities for participation in 
grassroots civil society. Human development is also positively related, al¬ 
though in this case the relationship proved insignificant. At the individual 
level, higher education, higher income, and (male) gender were also asso¬ 
ciated with belonging to more groups, a finding already well established 
in the literature on political participation. 24 After applying these macro- 
and micro-level controls, the results demonstrate that religious participation 
is positively associated with higher levels of membership in non-religious commu¬ 
nity associations. Members of congregations were more likely than average 
to belong to a diverse range of voluntary organizations, as social capital 
theory claims. But this pattern varied by types of faith; Protestants had 
significantly higher than average membership in these associations, as did 
those of Jewish, Hindu, and Buddhist faith, whereas Catholics, Orthodox, 
Muslims, and atheists belonged to fewer than average groups. As Wuthnow 
found in the United States, Protestant churches may encourage a greater 
sense of engagement with the wider community than Catholic churches, 
although they are not unique in this regard. 

To analyze how activism varies by type of association, Table 8.3 uses 
logistic regression models, with societal and individual social controls, pre¬ 
senting just the regression coefficients for the effects of religious partic¬ 
ipation on belonging to each type of organization, as well as describing 
the average membership for those who do and do not attend services of 
worship at least weekly. The results show that regular church attendance 
was most strongly associated with membership in associations concerned 
with the traditional philanthropic functions of religious institutions, in¬ 
cluding those for social welfare such as for the elderly or handicapped, 
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Table 8.2. Explaining Membership in Non-Religious Voluntary Organizations 

Belong to How Many Non-Religious 
Organizations (Vol-org) 

B s.e. Beta Sig. 


Developmental controls 

Level of human development (100-point 
scale) 

Level of political development 
Social controls 
Age (Years) 

Gender (Male = 1) 

Education (3 categories low to high) 

Income (10 categories low to high) 

Religious participation and type of faith 

Religious participation 

Protestant 

Catholic 

Orthodox 

Muslim 

Jewish 

Hindu 

Buddhist 

None/Atheist 

(Constant) 

Adjusted R 2 


.070 

.067 

.007 

N/s 

.093 

.005 

.115 

* * * 

.000 

.000 

\ 

O 

O 

N/s 

.107 

.012 

.037 

* * * 

.178 

.009 

.093 

* * * 

.067 

.002 

.119 

* * * 

.041 

.003 

.063 

* * * 

.111 

.030 

.029 

* * * 

-.365 

.044 

-.112 

* * * 

-.815 

.031 

-.107 

* * * 

-.446 

.142 

-.125 

* * * 

.783 

.096 

.024 

* * * 

.536 

.062 

.025 

* * * 

.256 

.013 

.019 

* * * 

-.102 

.028 

-.029 

* * * 

-.396 




.082 





note: The table uses ordinary least squares regression analysis where the number of 
memberships of all non-religious organizations is the dependent variable in the most 
recent wave of the WVS. The figures represent the unstandardized beta (B), the standard 
error (s.e.), the standardized beta (Beta), and the significance of the coefficient (Sig.). 
***p = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. N/s = Not significant. Vol-Any: Percentage belonging 
to at least one non-religious association. Religious participation: Q185: “Apart from 
weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services 
these days? More than once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, 
once a year, less often, never or practically never." Associational membership: “Please 
look carefully at the following list of voluntary organizations and activities and say ... (a) 
Which, if any, do you belong to? (Each coded 0/1 and summed into a 0-14 scale excluding 
belonging to a religious association.) For the list of organizations see Table 8.3. 

Source: World Values Survey Wave IV 1999-2001. 


educational and cultural groups, local community action groups on is¬ 
sues such as poverty, housing, and racial equality, women’s groups, and 
youth work. For example, 15% of those who attended services weekly also 
volunteered for social welfare organizations, compared with 9% of those 
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Table 8.3. Religious Participation and Associational Membership 



Attend 

Service 

Weekly 

(%) 

Don’t 

Attend 

Service 

Weekly 

(%) 

B 

s.e. 

Sig. 

Religious or church-related 

33 

4 

.342 

.008 

* * * 

Peace movement 

5 

2 

.280 

.011 

* * * 

Women’s groups 

9 

3 

.200 

.012 

* * * 

Youth work (e.g., scouts, guides. 

9 

5 

.200 

.011 

* * * 

youth clubs) 

Local community action on issues 

9 

4 

.141 

.011 

* * * 

like poverty, employment, 
housing, racial equality 

Social welfare services for the elderly. 

15 

9 

.134 

.005 

* * * 

handicapped, or deprived people 

Third world development or 

5 

3 

.113 

.013 

* * * 

human rights 

Education, arts, music, or 

18 

13 

.077 

.004 

* * * 

cultural activities 

Professional associations 

12 

10 

.067 

.005 

* * * 

Political parties or groups 

12 

10 

.046 

.005 

* * * 

Conservation, environment, or 

10 

8 

.044 

.005 

* * * 

animal rights groups 

Health-related 

8 

4 

.028 

.009 

* * 

Sports or recreation 

20 

20 

.026 

.004 

* * * 

Labor unions 

13 

20 

-.112 

.004 

* * * 


notes: For details of the logistic regression models see notes to Table 8.1. The models 
control for levels of human and political development in each society, as well as for the 
effects of age, gender, education, and income at individual-level. B = unstandardized 
beta; s.e. = standard error; Sig. = significance. Religious participation: Q185: “Apart from 
weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services 
these days ? More than once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, 
once a year, less often, never or practically never.’’ Associational membership: “Please 
look carefully at the following list of voluntary organizations and activities and say... (a) 
Which, if any, do you belong to?" 

Source: World Values Survey 1999-2001. 


who did not attend church so regularly. About 9% of regular churchgo¬ 
ers also volunteered for youth work, almost twice as many as those who 
didn’t attend church so often. By contrast, churchgoing was only weakly 
related to other types of civic associations that are less closely related to 
the core philanthropic functions of religious institutions, such as mem¬ 
bership in parties, professional associations, and sports clubs. The only 
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organization that showed a negative relationship with churchgoing was 
membership in trade unions. The pattern confirms social capital theory’s 
claim that the social networks and personal communications derived from 
regular churchgoing play an important role, not just in promoting ac¬ 
tivism within religious-related organizations, but also in strengthening 
community associations more generally. By providing community meeting- 
places, linking neighbors together, and fostering altruism, in many (but not 
all) faiths, religious institutions seem to bolster the ties of belonging to 
civic life. 

(iii) Explaining Broader Patterns of Civic Engagement 

Social capital theory argues that associational membership is only one as¬ 
pect of this phenomenon, and we also need to examine whether church¬ 
going and membership in church-related organizations influence broader 
social attitudes including social trust, social tolerance, and confidence, in 
government, as well as civic activism and willingness to engage in po¬ 
litical protest. In this regard we also need to examine both individual- 
level and societal-level relationships; social capital is essentially a relational 
phenomenon that exists as a collective good within each community, 
rather than simply an individual resource. As such, even though there 
may be no relationship at individual-level between religious participa¬ 
tion and civic engagement, there could be an important one evident at 
aggregate-level. 25 

Interpersonal trust is one of the most important components of social 
capital, for it is believed to foster cooperation and coordination, allowing 
communities to work together spontaneously without the formal sanction 
of laws or the heavy hand of the state. 26 Social trust was measured in the 
2001 WVS by the standard question: “ Generally speaking, would you say that 
most people ca?i be trusted or that you can't be too careful in dealing with people?” 
This measure has several limitations. It offers a simple dichotomy, whereas 
most modern survey items today present more subtle continuous scales. 
The double negative in the latter half of the question may be confusing 
to respondents. No social context is presented to respondents, nor can 
they distinguish between different categories, such as relative levels of trust 
in friends, colleagues, family, strangers, or compatriots. Nevertheless this 
item has become accepted as the standard indicator of social or interper¬ 
sonal trust, having been used in the Civic Culture surveys and the American 
General Social Survey since the early 1970s, so it will be used here to facili¬ 
tate replication with previous studies. The other measures of civic attitudes 
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and behavior include the propensity to engage in political discussion and 
the expression of political interest, confidence in the major political in¬ 
stitutions (government, parties, parliament, and the civil service), voting 
participation, and actually having engaged in political protest, using the 
measures developed in the Political Action surveys, concerning signing a 
petition, supporting a consumer boycott, attending a lawful demonstration, 
and joining an unofficial strike. 

Table 8.4 summarizes the relationship between religious participation, 
membership in a religious organization, and this range of indicators, after 
controlling for the macro- and micro-level factors used in earlier models. 
The pattern is inconsistent. We find that church attendance is associated 
with significantly lower than average levels of political discussion and inter¬ 
est, with lower levels of social trust (the opposite direction to that predicted 
by social capital theory), and with less participation in some of the more 
radical forms of political protest. On the other hand, all these indicators 
show significant and positive linkages with membership in religious orga¬ 
nizations, with only one exception (political discussion). That is, people 
who belong to religious organizations display relatively high levels of civic 
attitudes and behavior, whether it is confidence in major political insti¬ 
tutions, voting participation, support for democracy, social tolerance and 
trust, political interest and propensity to sign petitions, or participation in 
consumer boycotts. 

Thus, different ways of measuring religious participation generate con¬ 
trasting results. High rates of church attendance are negatively linked with 
civic activity, but high levels of membership in religiously affiliated or¬ 
ganizations are positively linked with civic activity. Furthermore, the di¬ 
rection of causality is unclear; social capital theory suggests that because 
people interact face-to-face in church-related organizations, they learn to 
become more engaged in the social concerns and public affairs of their 
community. But the reverse causal process could equally well be at work - 
with people who are socially trusting “joiners” being most likely to engage 
in civic activity and to belong to religious associations. At this point, we 
can only conclude that belonging to religious organizations does indeed go to¬ 
gether with community engagement and democratic participation, as social cap¬ 
ital theory suggests - but the direction of the causal linkage is not clear. 
Simply attending religious services definitely does not seem to be con¬ 
ducive to civic activity; the more demanding activity of joining religious- 
linked organizations, does; we suspect that the latter involves a reciprocal 
causal process. 
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Table 8.4. The Effects of Religious Participation on Civic Engagement 

Belong to a 

Religious Participation Religious Association 
B s.e. Sig. B s.e. Sig. 


Civic Attitudes 

Political interest —.032 

Political discussion —.054 

Social trust -.003 

Social tolerance .002 

Institutional confidence .080 

Approve of democracy as .272 

an ideal 

Approve of the performance .138 

of democracy 

Political Activism 

Voted .114 

Have signed a petition .018 

Have joined a boycott —.010 

Have attended a lawful —.044 

demonstration 

Have joined an unofficial —.065 

strike 


.003 

* * * 

.119 

.015 

* * * 

.004 

* * * 

-.056 

.020 

* * 

.003 

N/s 

.083 

.016 

* * * 

.000 

* * * 

.032 

.002 

* * * 

.004 

* * * 

.072 

.017 

* * 

.027 

* * * 

.848 

.127 

* * * 

.031 

* * * 

.485 

.145 

* * * 


.003 

* * * 

.072 

.017 

* * 

.003 

* * * 

.399 

.016 

* * * 

.005 

* 

.291 

.024 

* * * 

.004 

* * * 

.029 

.019 

* 

.007 

* * * 

.066 

.033 

* 


notes: All the models with dichotomous dependent variables use binary logistic regres¬ 
sion, except for (i) with continuous scales, which use ordinary least squares regression. 
For details of the models see notes to Table 8.1 The models all control for levels of 
human and political development in each society, as well as for the effects of age, gender, 
education, and income at individual-level. B = unstandardized beta; s.e. = standard error; 
significance (Sig.]: ***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. Religious Participation: Q185: "Apart 
from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services 
these days? More than once a week, once a week, once a month, only on special holy days, 
once a year, less often, never or practically never.” Belong to religious organization: “Please 
look carefully at the following list of voluntary organizations and activities and say... 
(a) Which, if any, do you belong to? A religious or church-related organization (Coded 
0/1).” Social trust: V25: “ Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be 
trusted (1) or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people? (0)” Political discussion: 
V32: “When you get together with your friends, would you say you discuss political matters 
frequently, occasionally or never?” [% “Frequently” (1), else (0)]. Political interest: V133: 
"How interested would you say you are in politics?” {% “Very”/“somewhat interested” 
(1), “Not very”/“Not at all”/“Don't know” (0). Institutional confidence scale: Confidence 
in parliament, the national government, parties and the civil service, using a 16-point 
scale. For the questions and coding of the other indicators of civic engagement, see 
Appendix A. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 
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Conclusions 

Social capital theory has generated considerable controversy in recent years, 
as economists, sociologists, and political scientists have debated the claim 
that, just as the investment of economic capital is productive for manufactur¬ 
ing goods and services, so social capital encourages the production of private 
and public goods. The American literature has emphasized the function of 
religious institutions in the generation of social capital, in particular that 
mainline Protestant churches play a vital role in drawing together diverse 
groups of Americans within local communities, encouraging face-to-face 
contact, social ties, and organizational networks that, in turn, generate in¬ 
terpersonal trust and collaboration over public affairs. The theory suggests 
that people who pray together often also stay together to work on local 
matters, thereby strengthening communities. 

The evidence we have examined tends to confirm the first part of this 
theory’s core propositions - that religious participation (as measured by the 
frequency of attending worship services) is positively linked with member¬ 
ship in related religious organizations. Attendance at religious services is 
also positively linked with belonging to certain types of non-religious vol¬ 
untary organizations and community associations. Finally, we also found 
that ?>ie?>ibership in religious organizations (but not attendance at religious 
services) was significantly associated with various indicators of civic en¬ 
gagement, including social attitudes and political behavior. The available 
database is inadequate to determine the causality in these associations, 
which requires panel surveys. But a process of mutually reinforcing recipro¬ 
cal causation is probably underlying these relationships, whereby “joiners” 
who are active in local sports clubs, arts associations, and youth work, and 
who have a positive sense of political and social trust, also belong to religious 
organizations. 

Consequently, whatever the other significant consequences, given the 
limits of cross-sectional surveys we cannot either prove or disprove that the 
process of secularization has weakened social capital and civic engagement. 
But systematic evidence, presented elsewhere, suggests that the decline 
of traditional hierarchical associations in postindustrial societies, includ¬ 
ing churches as well as labor unions and political party organizations, has 
been at least partially offset by complex societal developments that have 
transformed the nature of political activism. These developments have en¬ 
couraged alternative forms of political mobilization and expression, best 
exemplified by the rise of new social movements, the surge in political 
communications through the Internet, and the expansion of participation 
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in protest politics, through activities such as demonstrations, consumer boy¬ 
cotts, and petitions. 27 Given these important trends, the decline in church¬ 
going that we have observed in rich nations has been significant in itself, 
but we remain agnostic whether this phenomenon has thereby contributed 
to a decline in civic engagement. But has secularization influenced other 
important aspects of political participation, notably the process of elec¬ 
tions, voting behavior, and support for religious political parties? The next 
chapter considers these issues. 
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Religious Parties and Electoral Behavior 


throughout the Christian world, popes, cardinals, and clergy once ex¬ 
ercised immense political influence, sometimes bending kings and emper¬ 
ors to their will. They have lost this preeminent political role in modern 
Western democracies. Church leaders continue to take positions on contro¬ 
versial moral and social issues, ranging from gay marriages, the availability 
of divorce and abortion rights, to questions of war and peace - but to¬ 
day, they are only one voice among many. Similarly, the once dominant 
function of the Church in education, healthcare, and alleviating poverty 
has been transformed by the emergence of the welfare state, so that even 
where faith-based organizations continue to offer these services, they are 
state-regulated and authorized by professional bodies. The role of religious 
symbols, rituals, and rhetoric has been reduced or abandoned both in pub¬ 
lic life and in the arts, philosophy, and literature. There is no question that 
the relationship between church and state has changed dramatically. Nev¬ 
ertheless, religion continues to have a major impact on politics. The rise of 
radical Islamic parties, and the consequence of this development for politi¬ 
cal stability in the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia, has revived popular 
interest in this phenomenon. 

This chapter examines the impact of secularization on partisan support 
and voting behavior in the mass electorate. Religious dealignment, the evi¬ 
dence suggests, has diluted traditional loyalties linking Catholic voters and 
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Christian Democratic parties in postindustrial nations. 1 But has the pro¬ 
cess of secularization in postindustrial societies actually eroded the extent 
to which people vote along religious lines? Here, religion still seems to 
play a powerful role. In the 2000 U.S. presidential election, for example, 
religion was by far the strongest predictor of who voted for Bush and who 
voted for Gore - dwarfing the explanatory power of social class, occupa¬ 
tion, or region. There was a stark difference in the 2000 election between 
“traditionalists” - middle-aged married voters with children living in the 
rural South and Midwest who came from a religious background, support¬ 
ing Republican George W. Bush, and the “modernists” - including single 
college-educated professionals living in urban cities on both coasts, who 
rarely attended church, and who voted for Democrat A 1 Gore. 2 What are 
the common linkages between religion and support for given political par¬ 
ties elsewhere? And how does this relationship vary between industrial and 
agrarian societies? 


Structural Theories of Partisan Alignment 

The seminal cross-national studies of voting behavior during the 1960s by 
Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan emphasized that social identities 
formed the basic building blocks of party support in Western Europe. 3 For 
Lipset and Rokkan, European nation states were stamped by social divi¬ 
sions established decades earlier, including the regional cleavages of center 
versus periphery, the class struggle between workers and owners, and the re¬ 
ligious cleavages that split Christendom between Catholics and Protestants, 
and between practicing Christians and non-practicing individuals who were 
only nominally Christians. These traditional social identities were thought 
to be politically salient for several reasons. First, they reflected major ideo¬ 
logical fissions in party politics. Divisions over social class mirrored the basic 
schism between the left, favoring a strong role for the state with redistribu¬ 
tive welfare policies, and interventionist Keynesian economic management; 
and the right, advocating a more limited role for government and laissez- 
faire market economics. Moreover, the religious division in party politics 
reflected heated moral debates concerning the role of women, marriage, 
and the family that have been discussed in previous chapters. Differences 
between core and periphery concerned how far governance in the nation 
state should be centralized with parliaments in London, Madrid, and Paris, 
or how far decision-making powers should be devolved to the regions and 
localities. 
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Lipset and Rokkan argued that organizational linkages gradually 
strengthened over the years, as the party systems that were in place in the 
1920s gradually “froze,” with stable patterns of party competition continu¬ 
ing to be based on the most salient primary cleavages dividing each society, 
such as social class in Britain, religion in France, and language in Belgium. 4 
The electoral systems used in Western Europe when the mass franchise was 
expanded played a vital role in stabilizing party competition, reinforcing the 
legitimacy of those parties and social groups that had achieved parliamen¬ 
tary representation. Challenger parties, threatening to disturb the partisan 
status quo, faced formidable hurdles in the electoral thresholds needed to 
convert votes into seats and - an even more difficult hurdle - competing 
against the established party loyalties and party machines that had been 
built up by the existing major parties. Thus, patterned and predictable in¬ 
teractions in the competition for government became settled features of the 
electoral landscape throughout most established democracies. Lipset and 
Rokkan’s structural theory became the established orthodoxy for under¬ 
standing voting behavior and party competition in Western Europe, and in 
other established democracies such as Australia and Canada. In the United 
States, Campbell et al.’s The American Voter presented a social psychological 
model that gave central importance to the concept of partisan identification 
but which also emphasized that this orientation was deeply rooted in struc¬ 
tural divisions within American society, above all those of socioeconomic 
status, race, religion, and region. 5 

Why did religious cleavages remain important in industrial societies? 
A large part of the explanation was the fact that the dominant churches 
in Western Europe had succeeded in creating organizational networks, in¬ 
cluding Christian Democratic and other religious parties, in the same way as 
trade unions had mobilized workers into supporting socialist, social demo¬ 
cratic, and communist parties. The Church was linked with parties on the 
right that represented conservative economic policies and traditional moral 
values - initially concerning marriage and the family, and later including 
gender equality, sexual liberalization, and gay rights. In the United States, 
“born again” fundamentalist churches became closely linked to the Repub¬ 
lican Party, especially in the South. During the early 1980s the Christian 
Right in America mobilized vigorously around conservative policies, such as 
the Right to Life movement advocating limiting or banning abortion, poli¬ 
cies favoring the use of prayer in school, and later against legal recognition 
of homosexual marriage. 6 The role of religion in party politics elsewhere 
has developed within varying contexts. In Ireland, Poland, and Italy, for 
example, the Catholic Church has taken conservative positions on issues 
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such as divorce and reproductive rights, but in Poland the Church also be¬ 
came associated with nationalist opposition to the Soviet Union. 7 In Latin 
American societies, the Church has often sided with liberal movements 
and actively defended human rights in opposition to repressive states and 
authoritarian regimes. 8 

The structural theory needs to be qualified. The mass basis of electoral 
politics and party competition can be affected by such factors as the impact 
of the Second World War or the end of the Cold War; the influence of major 
electoral reforms on party fortunes; or significant expansions of the elec¬ 
torate. 9 Important shifts in the mass base of American parties, for example, 
were triggered by the diverse coalition assembled by FDR during the Great 
Depression, the postwar loss of “yellow-dog” democratic hegemony in the 
South, and the emergence of the modern gender gap in the early 1980s. 10 
Nevertheless, until at least the mid-1960s, party systems in many estab¬ 
lished democracies seemed to exhibit a rock-like stability, characterized by 
glacial evolution rather than radical discontinuities. 

For most religious parties in Western Europe the two decades after 
World War II were a period of unparalleled electoral success; in both 
Italy and West Germany, the Christian Democrats became the dominant 
parties during this era. Throughout Catholic Europe, including Belgium 
and Austria, Christian Democratic counterparts became the largest or next 
largest parties. 11 In postwar Britain, however, class was the dominant cleav¬ 
age, reinforced by older religious divisions between high-Church Tories in 
England and low-Church Liberals in the periphery. 12 Cleavages between 
Protestant and Catholic communities deeply divided the electoral politics 
of Northern Ireland 13 and in Latin America, Christian Democrat parties 
have played a major role. Religion has also been viewed as a fundamental 
political cleavage in party politics throughout the Middle East, South Asia, 
and South East Asia, but until recently little systematic cross-national survey 
data has been available to analyze electoral support in these countries. 14 


Theories of Partisan Dealignment 

From the mid-1970s onward, a broad consensus developed in the literature 
on electoral behavior, suggesting that the traditional linkages between so¬ 
cial groups and party support have weakened, although structural factors 
such as class, age, gender, and religion remain important predictors of vot¬ 
ing choice, and there is little agreement among observers about the precise 
reasons for this phenomenon. 15 Various observers have attributed trends 
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in partisan dealignment in established democracies to a variety of complex 
developments in postindustrial societies, including: the process of secular¬ 
ization, which tended to erode religious identities; intergenerational value 
change, leading to the rise of new issues that cut across established party 
cleavages; the impact of social and geographic mobility weakening com¬ 
munity social networks; the rise of television broadcasting replacing older 
channels of political communications through partisan newspapers, per¬ 
sonal discussion, and party campaign organizations; growing multicultur- 
alism resulting from migration, which was generating cross-cutting social 
cleavages based on racial and ethnic identities; and the increased complexity 
of newer issues on the policy agenda, such as globalization, environmen¬ 
talism, sexuality, and international terrorism, that do not comfortably fit 
into older patterns of party competition. 16 As a result of these processes, 
identities based on social class and religious denomination no longer seem 
as capable of generating unwavering and habitual party loyalties in many 
postindustrial societies as they were in the postwar era, opening the way for 
new types of parties challenging the status quo. 

Electoral developments seemed to confirm these observations in many 
countries. New parties that were not based on the traditional social anchors 
of class and religion started to gain electoral momentum and parliamentary 
representation. These new parties ranged from ethno-nationalist parties in 
Canada, Spain, and the United Kingdom, to Green parties in Germany, 
France, Sweden and elsewhere, to the anti-immigrant radical right such as 
the National Front in Britain and France, and a range of diverse “protest” 
parties advocating cross-cutting moral and economic issues in Denmark, 
Italy, and the Netherlands. 17 In recent years, the decline of the Christian 
democratic parties and the center-right in Europe seems to have opened the 
way for electoral breakthrough by diverse new parties peddling a populist 
anti-immigrant, anti-multicultural campaign message. The most shocking 
recent example was the fact that Jean-Marie Le Pen, leader of the National 
Front, was able to supplant the Socialist candidate as the second strongest 
vote-winner in France’s 2002 presidential elections; but other prominent 
successes won by such parties included the fact that Joerg Haider’s far right 
Freedom Party won more than one-quarter of the vote in the 1999 Austrian 
general election; the dramatic rise of the neo-populist Pym Fortuyn List in 
the May 2002 elections in the Netherlands (linked with the assassination 
of its leader); and a surge in support for Vlaams Blok, winning one-fifth of 
the vote in Flanders in the May 2003 Belgian general election. 

If the rock-like ballast of traditional social identities no longer ties vot¬ 
ers to established parties, this is likely to have significant consequences 
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by generating growing volatility in electoral behavior and in party 
competition; opening the door for more split-ticket voting across differ¬ 
ent electoral levels; facilitating the sudden rise of “protest” politics; and 
creating more vote-switching within and across the left-right blocks of 
party families. Moreover, this process should boost the political impact 
of short-term events during election campaigns, heightening the impor¬ 
tance of short-term party strategies, the appeal of candidates and party 
leaders, and the impact of political communications, opinion polls, and the 
news media. 18 

Evidence of Partisan Dealignment 

But has secularization actually eroded support for religious parties through¬ 
out postindustrial societies as a whole? Some light can be shed on these 
questions from the analysis of data drawn from the Comparative Study of 
Electoral Systems (CSES), presented elsewhere. The results demonstrate 
that religion remains more strongly and more consistently related to voting 
choice today than any of the various indicators of socioeconomic status. 19 
In the pooled model used in the CSES study, comparing thirty-seven pres¬ 
idential and parliamentary elections from the mid- to late-1990s in thirty- 
two nations, almost three-quarters (70%) of the most devout (defined as 
those who reported attending religious services at least once per week) 
voted for parties of the right. By contrast, among the least religious, who 
never attended religious services, less than half (45%) voted for the right. 
The substantial 2 5 -point mean voting gap based on religiosity is far stronger 
than that produced by any of the alternative indicators of socioeconomic 
status, such as education, social class, or income. Across all elections in the 
CSES, Catholic voters were significantly more likely to vote for parties of 
the right than were Protestants; and atheists were more likely to vote for 
the parties of the Left than were any other of the social groups examined. 
Religiosity was particularly strongly related to voting choice in Israel, the 
Netherlands, and Belgium - all countries where religious divisions have 
long been regarded as some of the most critical components of cleavage 
politics; but this was also true in such ex-Communist countries as Hungary 
and the Czech Republic. 

Left-Right Orientations and Religion 

The CSES provides evidence from thirty-two nations, including established 
and newer democracies, and both industrial and postindustrial societies. 
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The WVS covers a considerably wider range of nations, covering low- 
income societies, non-industrial societies, and Muslim and other cultural 
regions as well as industrial and postindustrial societies. Does the evidence 
from this broader range of variation show similar patterns? In particular, 
does it confirm the finding that the relative influence of religious partici¬ 
pation, values, and identities is greater than that of social class? And what 
is the linkage between religiosity and voter choice in relatively traditional 
agrarian societies? 

Classifying parties as belonging to the “Left” or the “Right” is relatively 
straightforward among established democracies, but it becomes much more 
difficult when we undertake to compare the many parties in newer transi¬ 
tional and consolidating democracies, especially those based on personal¬ 
ized politics that lack a clear ideological or programmatic identity. We can, 
however, compare ideological orientations rather than voting intention, 
based on where respondents place themselves on a left-right ideological 
scale. Respondents were asked the following question: “ In political matters, 
people talk of "the left’’ and ‘the right.' How would you place your views on this 
scale generally speaking?” The scale proved to be well balanced with mini¬ 
mal skew, and showed a normal distribution in all three types of society. 
We also found low non-response rates in most societies; even less educated 
respondents in poorer societies could place themselves on this scale. For 
descriptive comparisons the to-point ideological orientation scale was di¬ 
chotomized into “Left” and “Right” categories for ease of presentation. 
This to-point ideological scale consistently proved to be a strong predictor 
of voting choice in those countries where the political parties could be un¬ 
ambiguously classified and placed on a right-left scale. Table 9.1 presents 
the proportion placing themselves on the Right half of the scale (those plac¬ 
ing themselves at points 6 through 10), analyzed by type of society and by 
individual religious faith. 

The descriptive results, without applying any social controls, indicate 
that religious participation was associated with Right ideological self¬ 
placement: across all nations, among those who attended services of wor¬ 
ship at least weekly, 53% placed themselves on the Right; only 41% of 
those who did not attend this frequently placed themselves on the Right, 
generating a 12-point religious gap. This difference was relatively strong 
in postindustrial and industrial societies, but relatively weak in agrarian so¬ 
cieties. The individual’s self-described level of religiosity shows a similar 
pattern (not surprisingly, given the strong link that we have found between 
religious values and participation): 50% of those who believed that reli¬ 
gion was “very important” placed themselves on the Right, compared with 
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Table 9.1. Support for the Right by Society and Religiosity 



Agrarian 

Industrial 

Postindustrial 

All Coef. 

Sig. 

Religious participation 

Attend church at 

48 

54 

55 

53 


least weekly 

Do not attend 

46 

40 

40 

41 .112 

* * * 

weekly 

Religious values 

Religion “very 

48 

51 

52 

50 


important” 

Religion not “very 

45 

40 

40 

40 .115 

* * * 

important” 

Religious faith 

None 

52 

37 

32 

36 .094 

* * * 

Catholic 

46 

49 

45 

47 .047 

* * * 

Protestant 

47 

50 

48 

48 .028 

* * * 

Orthodox 

35 

39 

39 

38 .033 

* * * 

Jewish 

42 

43 

39 

41 .007 

* * 

Muslim 

48 

42 

38 

46 .033 

* * * 

Hindu 

48 

50 

45 

48 .015 

* * * 

Buddhist 

76 

63 

63 

64 .043 

* * * 

ALL 

47 

44 

44 

45 .049 

* * * 


notes: Left-right self-placement: Q: “In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the 
right. ’ How would you place your views on this scale generally speaking?’’ Left (1) Right 
[10). The scale is dichotomized for this table into Left (1-5) and Right (6-10). The figures 
represent the proportion that is Right in each category, with the remainder categorized as 
Left. Religious participation: Q: “Do you attend religious services several times a week, once 
a week, a few times during the year, once a year or less, or never?’’ The percentage that 
reported attending religious services “several times a week" or “once a week." Religious 
values: Q10: “How important is religion in your life? Very important, rather important, 
not very important, not at all important?” The significance of the mean difference on 
the left-right scale is measured by the Eta coefficient using ANOVA. Significance (Sig.): 
***P = .001; **P = .01; *P = .05. 

Source: World Values Survey/European Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


40% of those who viewed religion as less important. This religious gap 
was again in a consistent direction across all types of societies, although 
again, it was largest in postindustrial societies. Figure 9.1 confirms that 
the relationship between religious values (measured by the 10-point “im¬ 
portance of God” scale) and left-right self-placement also shows a similar 
relationship. In all three types of societies, rising levels of religiosity go with 
rising levels of political support for the right (with minor fluctuations in the 
trend line). 
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Figure 9.1. Religious Values and Left-Right Self-Placement. Note: See note to 
Table 9.3 for indicators. Source: World Values Survey, 1981-2001. 

The contrasts by type of individual religious faith were also striking: only 
one-third of those who said they did not belong to any faith placed them¬ 
selves on the Right half of the ideological spectrum, with fully two-thirds 
placing themselves on the Left. This pattern was clearest in postindustrial 
societies, and was not evident in agrarian states. Those of the Jewish faith 
were also more likely to place themselves on the Left than average, while 
Protestants, Hindus, and Buddhists were relatively likely to place them¬ 
selves on the Right. People of the Orthodox faith tended to place themselves 
on the Left, but this is linked with the fact that the Orthodox tend to be 
concentrated in ex-Communist societies, where Left ideological affiliations 
are relatively widespread. 

It seems likely that certain social characteristics that help to predict reli¬ 
giosity, such as age, could also be associated with more Right orientations. 
Multivariate analysis can help us sort out the impact of such variables. 
Table 9.2 presents a model with the full battery of developmental and social 
controls used throughout this book. In industrial and postindustrial societies 
the results show that religious participation remains a significant positive 




Table 9.2. Explaining Right Orientations, Pooled Model All Nations 

Agrarian Industrial Postindustrial 
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Table 9.3. Correlations between Religious Values and Right Orientations 
Early Early 

1980s 1990s Mid-1990s 2000 



R. 

Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

Chg. 

Postindustrial 










Australia 

.179 

* * * 



.113 

* * * 



— 

Austria 



.098 

* * * 



.163 

* * * 

+ 

Belgium 

.391 

* * * 

.266 

* * * 



.173 

* * 

- 

Britain 

.205 

* * * 

.111 

* * * 



.152 

* * * 

— 

Canada 

.148 

* * * 

.102 

* * * 



.065 

* * 

— 

Denmark 

.263 

* * * 

.154 

* * * 



.095 

* * 

— 

Finland 

.203 

* * * 

.139 

* * * 

.149 

* * * 

.208 

* * * 

+ 

France 

.322 

* * * 

.281 

* * * 



.200 

* * * 

— 

Germany, East 



.306 

* * * 

.187 

* * * 

.219 

* * * 

- 

Germany, West 

.267 

* * * 

.224 

* * * 

.185 

* * * 

.220 

* * * 

- 

Iceland 

.137 

* * * 

.091 

* * * 



.087 

* * 

- 

Ireland 

.244 

* * * 

.298 

* * * 



.267 

* * * 

+ 

Italy 

.325 

* * * 

.288 

* * * 



.227 

* * * 

- 

Japan 

.097 

* * * 

.111 

* * * 

.136 

* * * 

.128 

* * * 

+ 

Netherlands 

.346 

* * * 

.384 

* * * 



.164 

* * * 

- 

Norway 

.158 

* * * 

.126 

* * * 

.064 

* 



- 

Spain 

.434 

* * * 

.342 

* * * 



.360 

* * * 

- 

Sweden 

.151 

* * * 

.112 

* * * 

.048 

N/s 

.034 

N/s 

- 

Switzerland 



.188 

* * * 

.132 

* * 



— 

United States 

.157 

* * * 

.220 

* * * 

.176 

* * * 

.172 

* * * 

+ 

Industrial 










Argentina 

.270 

* * * 

.221 

* * * 

.233 

* * * 

.165 

* * 

- 

Brazil 



.094 

* * * 

.081 

* * 



— 

Bulgaria 



.258 

* * * 

.154 

* * * 

.154 

* * * 

- 

Chile 



.182 

* * * 

.077 

* 

.065 

* 

— 

Croatia 





.277 

* * * 

.194 

* * * 

— 

Czech Rep 





.188 

* * * 

.144 

* * * 

- 

Hungary 



.204 

* * * 

.158 

* * * 

.167 

* * * 

- 

Latvia 





.096 

* * 

.129 

* * * 

+ 

Mexico 

.160 

* * * 

.245 

* * * 

.090 

* * * 

.068 

* 

— 

Poland 



.140 

* * 


* * * 

.221 

* * * 

+ 

Portugal 



.210 

* * * 



.136 

* * * 

- 

Russia 



.068 

* 

.065 

* 

.036 

N/s 

- 

Serbia 





.082 

* * 

.066 

N/s 

— 

Slovakia 





.162 

* * * 

.221 

* * * 

+ 

Slovenia 



.178 

* * * 

.252 

* * * 

.313 

* * * 

+ 

Turkey 



.313 

* * * 



.314 

* * * 

+ 

Ukraine 





.132 

* * * 

.192 

* * * 

+ 
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( 7 "able 9.3 cont.) 



Early 

1980s 

Early 

1990s 

Mid-1990s 

2000 


R. Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

R. 

Sig. 

Chg. 

Agrarian 









South Africa 

.234 *** 

.109 

* * * 

.013 

N/s 

.003 

N/s 

- 

Nigeria 


.032 

N/s 

.014 

N/s 

-.013 

N/s 


India 


.157 

* * * 

.368 

* * * 



+ 

Bangladesh 




.062 

* 

.183 

* * * 

+ 


note: The coefficients represent simple correlations between religious values (measured by 
the 10-point “importance of God” scale) and Right orientations (measured by the 10-point 
left-right ideology scale when 1 = left and 10 = right), without any prior controls. Chg. 
represents change in the strength of the correlation coefficient from the earliest data point 
to the latest data point, where ” = weaker, “+” = stronger. Significance: ***P = .001; 
**P = .01; *P = .05. 

Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 


predictor of Right orientations, even after entering controls for levels of hu¬ 
man and democratic development, and the traditional social factors associ¬ 
ated with ideological orientations including gender, age, education, income, 
and social class. Indeed in these societies, religious participation emerges as 
the single strongest predictor of Right ideology in the model, showing far 
more impact than any of the indicators of social class. Among the different 
types of faith, there is a mixed pattern, suggesting that this could relate to 
the political role of the church, temple, or mosque, but Protestants con¬ 
sistently emerge as more likely to place themselves on the Right than the 
average respondent in all societies. In agrarian societies, by contrast, reli¬ 
gious participation is negatively associated with Right self-placement: the 
pattern that has been found consistently in industrial and postindustrial 
societies does not apply to agrarian societies. 

To examine this pattern further, we need to examine the results within 
each nation, and also within each wave of the survey, to see whether sec¬ 
ularization has generated religious dealignment and a weakening of the 
religious-ideological relationship during the last twenty years. Table 9.3 
displays the simple correlations, without any controls, between religious 
values and Right orientations in each country and period. The results show 
two main patterns. First, the significance of the correlations demonstrates 
the consistency of the underlying relationships: those who regard religion as 
important to their lives are more Right in orientation in almost all nations, 
and at different time periods. The only exception is Nigeria, where the 
impact of religious values consistently proves to be insignificant. In large 
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part, this reflects a lack of variation in religious values: almost all Nigerians 
consider religion to be very important. 

Religion continues to be a relatively strong predictor of an individual’s 
ideological positions. But we find indications that this relationship has weak¬ 
ened over time, as dealignment theory suggests. The summary “change” 
symbol in the right-hand column represents the shift in the correlation 
coefficient across each available wave of the survey: a negative polarity (-) 
indicates that the strength of the relationship between religious values and 
Right ideological self-placement has weakened over time, from the first 
to the last available observation. Table 9.3 shows that among the twenty 
postindustrial societies, this relationship has weakened in fifteen nations and 
grown stronger in only five (but these five include the United States). In 
industrial societies, we find a broadly similar pattern in which the cor¬ 
relations have weakened in eleven nations and grown stronger in only six. 
Lastly, in the few agrarian societies where comparison is possible over time, 
South Africa shows a complicated picture, in large part because of the ceil¬ 
ing effect already noted for Nigeria (almost everyone is religious); while 
India and Bangladesh both show increasingly strong links between religious 
values and Right orientations over time. The results suggest that religion 
has by no means disappeared as one of the factors predicting one’s ideologi¬ 
cal positions. This is especially true in countries such as Spain, Ireland, Italy, 
France, and Belgium, as well as in Slovenia, Turkey, and Croatia, where the 
correlations between religion and ideological self-placement are still mod¬ 
erately strong in the latest wave. But there are indicators that during the 
last twenty years, this relationship has been gradually weakening as an ide¬ 
ological cue in most industrial and postindustrial countries, as predicted 
by secularization theory. This does not seem to be happening in the few 
agrarian societies for which we have time-series data. 


Voting Support for Religious Parties 

We have examined the relationship between religion and ideological place¬ 
ment on the left-right scale, but what about absolute level of support for 
religious parties? Let us compare the electoral strength of religious parties 
during the postwar era, as measured by their share of the vote cast in na¬ 
tional elections in sixteen postindustrial societies from 1945 to 1994. Lane, 
McKay, and Newton classified parties as “religious,” and monitored their 
share of the vote, in the second edition of the Political Data Handbook OECD 
Countries. The results in Table 9.4 and Figure 9.2 illustrate the trends, 


Table 9.4. The Electoral Strength of Religious Parties in National Elections in Postindustrial Societies, 1945-1994 

Nation 1945-49 1950-54 1955-59 1960-64 1965-69 1970-74 1975-79 1980-84 1985-89 1990-94 1995-2000 
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notes: No religious parties with more than 1% of the vote were identified in Spain, Greece, Iceland, UK, Canada, New Zealand, the United States, or 
Australia. The table lists the percentage share of valid votes cast for religious parties in national elections. The percentage includes the CDU/CSU, OVP, 
and DC. 

Source: Data 1945-1994: Jan-Erik Lane, David McKay, and Kenneth Newton. 1997. Political Data Handbook OECD Countries. 2d edition. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. Table 7.5a. Data for 1995-2000: Elections around the world. Available online at: http://www.electionworld.org/election/. 
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Figure 9.2. The Electoral Strength of Religious Parties in National Elections in 
Postindustrial Societies, 1945-1994. Source: Jan-Erik Lane, David McKay, and 
Kenneth Newton. 1997. Political Data Handbook OECD Countries. 2nd edition. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. Table 7.5a. 


showing that a decline in support for religious parties has occurred during 
the last half century, especially in Catholic Europe. The decline of voting 
support for religious parties is sharpest in Belgium, France, and Italy (as well 
as a shorter-term trend in Portugal), with more modest erosion occurring in 
Luxembourg and Austria. By contrast, Ireland shows a slight strengthening 
of this relationship. Most countries in Protestant Europe, as well as in Shinto 
Japan and Orthodox Greece, show a pattern of weak but stable support for 
religious parties. The only traditionally Protestant country showing a sharp 
decline in support for religious parties is the Netherlands. 


Conclusions 

In earlier stages of history, one’s religious identity provided a cue that ori¬ 
ented electors toward political parties, as well as toward their ideological 
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positions on the political spectrum. In this regard, differences between 
Protestants and Catholics in Western Europe functioned as a cognitive 
shortcut, like the role of social class, which linked voters to parties; these 
linkages often persisted throughout an individual’s lifetime. In recent 
decades, however, as secularization has progressively weakened religious 
identities in advanced industrial societies, we would expect to find that the 
political impact of denominational differences would also play less of a role 
in party and electoral politics. As a result parties that once had strong orga¬ 
nizational links to the Catholic Church, notably the Christian Democrats 
in West Germany, Italy, and Austria, have become more secular in their 
electoral appeals, moving toward “bridging strategies” that enable them to 
win electoral support from many diverse social groups. 

The pattern documented in this chapter at both individual- and at macro¬ 
level is broadly consistent with these expectations; in postindustrial nations, 
religious values continue to predict a sense of affiliation with the political 
right, with a 15% gap among those who place themselves on the right 
among those who do and do not attend church regularly. This religious 
gap remains significant even after employing our standard battery of so¬ 
cietal and individual controls. This gap is also consistently found in many 
diverse societies, suggesting that there is a fairly universal pattern at work 
in people’s ideological orientations. Nevertheless, we have also found that 
the relationship between religiosity and Right political orientations ap¬ 
pears to have weakened during the last twenty years in most industrial and 
postindustrial societies, with some exceptions such as the United States 
and Austria. In an important sense, the bottom-line test lies in the votes 
actually cast in national elections - and we find that during the past fifty 
years, support for religious parties has fallen in most postindustrial nations, 
especially in Catholic Europe. This pattern almost perfectly reflects that 
which applies to patterns of regular churchgoing in Europe: as was demon¬ 
strated earlier, in both cases religion starts from a far higher base, and then 
falls more sharply, in Catholic than in Protestant European countries. Sec¬ 
ularization appears to be a process that started in Protestant Europe well 
before survey evidence began to become available, so that at the start of the 
postwar era, these countries already had lower levels of religious behavior 
and support for religious parties than those existing in Catholic countries. 
Consequently, during the past half-century the process of secularization 
has affected Catholic Europe most strongly, so that these countries are now 
approaching, but not yet attaining, the low levels of religiosity found in 
Northern Europe. And, precisely as we found earlier with regard to reli¬ 
gious practices, values, and beliefs, the United States remains an outlier in 
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its emphasis on the importance of politics in religion. Secularization has 
generally been sweeping through affluent nations, in politics as well as in 
society, although the pace of change and its effects differ from one place 
to another. Unlike the advanced industrial societies of Europe and North 
America, we do not have any substantial body of time-series data with which 
to analyze trends in developing countries - but the limited evidence that is 
available indicates that these trends have not been occurring there. There 
is no evidence of a worldwide decline of religiosity, or of the role of religion 
in politics - this is a phenomenon of industrial and postindustrial society. 



CONCLUSIONS 
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Secularization and Its Consequences 


since the September 2001 terrorist attacks, and their aftermath in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, public interest in cultural and religious differences 
around the world has grown tremendously, and the debate about secular¬ 
ization theory and its recent critiques has seemed to become increasingly 
relevant to contemporary concerns. The idea of secularization has a long 
and distinguished history in the social sciences, with many seminal thinkers 
arguing that religiosity was declining throughout Western societies. Yet 
the precise reasons for this erosion of spirituality were not entirely clear. 
By the mid-1960s the popular claim that religion was in a state of terminal 
decline rested upon flimsy evidence. Its proponents cited empirical evi¬ 
dence of declining churchgoing in Western Europe, and a handful of case 
studies that fit the thesis, rather than a systematic examination of empirical 
evidence from many countries. 1 

It was not surprising, therefore, that during the last decade American 
sociologists mounted a sustained counterattack on the basic premises of 
secularization theory. 2 This critique put many former proponents on the 
defensive; Peter Berger recanted former claims, noting that many ex¬ 
ceptions had accumulated that appeared to challenge the basic prophe¬ 
sies of Weber and Durkheim - pointing to the continuing vitality of the 
Christian Right in the United States, the evangelical revival in Latin 
America, the new freedom of religion in post-Communist Europe, the 
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reported resurgence of Islam in the Middle East, or evidence that religious 
practices and beliefs continued to thrive throughout most of Africa and 
Asia. 3 Some of these reported phenomena may have been overstated, but 
the simplistic assumption that religion was everywhere in decline, com¬ 
mon in earlier decades, had become implausible to even the casual ob¬ 
server. Too many counterexamples existed around the world. The religious 
market argument sought to reconstruct our thinking about the primary 
drivers in religious faith, turning attention away from long-term sociolog¬ 
ical trends in the mass public’s demand for spiritual faith, and emphasiz¬ 
ing instead institutional factors affecting the supply of religion, including 
the role of church leaders and organizations, and the role of the state in 
maintaining established religions or restrictions on freedom of worship for 
certain faiths. 4 

The attempt to reconstruct the early twentieth-century sociology of 
religion was long overdue but the religious market theory was, we be¬ 
lieve, fundamentally mistaken in trying to generalize from the distinctive 
American experience to the world as a whole. It is clear that the U.S. public 
remains far more religious than the publics of almost any other postin¬ 
dustrial society, with unusually high levels of belief in God, prayer, and 
church attendance, but we believe that this largely reflects other causes 
than those cited by religious market theory. Moreover, the classic sociolog¬ 
ical thinkers never claimed that religion would erode universally; Weber’s 
core argument was that the rise of rationality, following the Enlighten¬ 
ment, would undermine religious beliefs in the West. Durkheim claimed 
that the process of industrialization would lead to institutional differentia¬ 
tion, stripping the Christian church of key social functions. It is therefore 
knocking down a straw man to criticize these theories by pointing out 
that religion remains strong in countries that have not yet experienced the 
industrialization process. 

This chapter recapitulates and clarifies our core secularization theory, 
summarizes the findings from the evidence examined in this book, and 
discusses some potential criticisms. We also demonstrate how conditions of 
existential security interact with religiosity and with patterns of population 
growth. 

Societies where people’s daily lives are shaped by the threat of poverty, 
disease, and premature death remain as religious today as centuries earlier. 
These same societies are also experiencing rapid population growth. In 
rich nations, by contrast, the evidence demonstrates that secularization has 
been proceeding since at least the mid-twentieth century (and probably 
earlier) - but at the same time fertility rates have fallen sharply, so that in 
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recent years population growth has stagnated and their total population is 
starting to shrink. The result of these combined trends is that rich societies 
are becoming more secular but the world as a whole is becoming more religious. 
Moreover, a growing gap has opened up between the value systems of rich 
and poor countries, making religious differences increasingly salient. There 
is no reason why this growing cultural divergence must inevitably lead to 
violent conflict, but it is a cleavage that fanatics and demagogues can seize, 
to use for their own ends. 

Global differences over religion have been growing during the twentieth 
century, and this has important consequences for social change; for social 
capital, civic engagement, and partisan politics; and for the potential risk of 
cultural conflict in world politics. 

The Theory of Existential Security and Secularization 

Since there is so much room for confusion in debates about secularization, 
let us restate our theory concisely, making explicit the core assumptions and 
hypotheses on which we base our main analysis and conclusions. Our theory 
is not based on Weberian claims about the rationality of belief systems, nor 
on Durkheimian arguments of functional differentiation. These processes 
probably have some impact, but we will set these contentious claims aside 
in this chapter to construct a clear set of logical propositions concerning 
another process that, we believe, plays an even more important role. The 
theory of existential security and secularization developed throughout this 
book is based upon two simple axioms, illustrated in Figure i.i, that prove 
to be extremely powerful in accounting for much of the variation in religious 
belief and practice that exists around the world. 

The Security Axiom 

The first premise, the security axiom, rests on the idea that societies around 
the world differ greatly in their levels of economic and human development 
and socioeconomic equality - and consequently, in the extent to which they 
provide their people with a sense of existential security. The more vulnerable 
populations, especially in poorer countries, chronically face life-threatening 
risks linked with malnutrition and lack of access to clean water; they are 
relatively defenseless against HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, and 
against natural disasters; they lack effective public healthcare and education; 
and their life expectancies are low and their child mortality rates are high. 
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Despite the spread of electoral democracy during the last decade, these 
problems tend to be compounded by lack of good governance, disregard 
for human rights, gender inequality and ethnic conflict, political instability, 
and ultimately state failure. 

The World Bank and the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP) have highlighted these conditions and the U.N. Millennium De¬ 
velopment Goals urged rich countries to do more to cope with these prob¬ 
lems. The U.N. development program is designed to help poor countries by 
reducing debt, and by strengthening aid, investment, trade, and technology 
transfers. The past thirty years saw dramatic improvements in some parts 
of the developing world: for example, the UNDP estimates that during this 
period average life expectancy increased by eight years and illiteracy was 
nearly cut in half. Some developing societies made tremendous strides, no¬ 
tably Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore, and parts of China 
and India have recently experienced impressive economic growth. There 
are also notable success stories in such countries as Botswana, Sri Lanka, and 
Mexico. Nevertheless the UNDP reports that worldwide progress has been 
erratic during the last decade, with some reversals: fully fifty-four countries 
(twenty of them in Africa) are poorer now than in 1990; in thirty-four 
countries, life expectancy has fallen; in twenty-one nations the Human De¬ 
velopment Index declined. In Africa, trends in HIV/AIDS and hunger are 
worsening. 5 The gap between living conditions in rich and poor societies 
is growing. 

The Cultural Traditions Axiom 

Our theory also builds upon the premise that the predominant religious 
beliefs, values, and practices in any society are rooted in long-standing cul¬ 
tural traditions and histories. The religious traditions of Protestants and 
Catholics, Hindu and Muslim, shape the values, practices, and beliefs of 
people living in these societies, even if they never set foot in a church, tem¬ 
ple, or mosque, or if they personally adhere to a minority faith. These 
religious and cultural differences mean that we need to be cautious in 
generalizing across countries; attendance at services of worship, for ex¬ 
ample, and the role of prayer or meditation, are less important rituals in 
some faiths than in others. The symbolic meaning of similar religious acts 
differs worldwide: in Tokyo spiritual expression might mean stopping at 
a Shinto shrine to celebrate the New Year or welcoming visiting ances¬ 
tral spirits in the midsummer feast of lights; in Algeria religious behavior 
might mean visiting Mecca for the Great Pilgrimage at least once in a 
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lifetime, as well as alms-giving, the daily prayer ritual, and Friday worship 
in the Mosque; in Italy, pious observation might mean attending Mass every 
day and observing confirmation and confession. 

As the result of this diversity of beliefs and rituals, it is sometimes as¬ 
sumed that it is impossible to compare religions, because each is mi generis. 
We agree that one needs to be sensitive to variations in the core ideas, 
symbolic ceremonies, and specific rituals found among the world’s faiths, 
denominations, and sects. But cross-national surveys can compare certain 
core common elements shared by major world faiths, namely religious values 
and the self-identified importance of religion for each person, whatever its 
particular form and beliefs. We can also examine core religious practices 
(measured by attendance at services of worship and by regular prayer or 
meditation), regardless of the specific ceremonies and rituals that are prac¬ 
ticed. We do not seek to compare the specific forms of theology, such as the 
meaning of faith for Catholics, interpretations of the divine in Christian 
scriptures, the doctrine of Buddhism, Hinduism, or Baha’ism, the cere¬ 
monial rites of passage in Taoism, or the alternative forms of New Age 
spirituality that are becoming popular in the West. We do analyze the ex¬ 
tent to which people in different societies and regions believe religion to be 
important in their lives, and how often they engage in worship and prayer, 
as core common religious practices. Our analysis indicates that these com¬ 
ponents of religion are cross-culturally comparable, and that they have a 
powerful impact on people’s worldviews and behavior. 


Hypotheses 

A series of key propositions flow from these premises, tested throughout 
this book. None of these hypotheses are particularly startling, but they 
are building blocks that, when put together, cause us to rethink traditional 
accounts of the secularization process, and cast doubt on the most influential 
recent alternative, the supply-side theory. 

1. The Religious Values Hypothesis 

Our first hypothesis holds that the conditions that people experience in 
their formative years have a profound impact upon their cultural values. 
Growing up in societies in which survival is uncertain is conducive to a 
strong emphasis on religion; conversely, experiencing high levels of ex¬ 
istential security throughout one’s formative years reduces the subjective 
importance of religion in people’s lives. This hypothesis diverges sharply 
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from the religious market assumption that demand for religion is constant. 
On the contrary, our interpretation implies that the demand for religion 
should be far stronger among low-income nations than among rich ones; 
and among the less secure strata of society than among the affluent. We hy¬ 
pothesized that as a society moves past the early stages of industrialization, 
and life becomes less nasty, less brutish, and longer, people tend to become 
more secular in their orientations. 

Analysis of data from societies around the world revealed that the extent 
to which people emphasize religion and engage in religious behavior could, 
indeed, be predicted with considerable accuracy from a society’s level of 
economic development and other indicators of human development. Mul¬ 
tivariate analysis demonstrated that a few basic developmental indicators 
such as per capita GNP, rates of AIDS/HIV, access to an improved wa¬ 
ter source, or the number of doctors per 100,000 people, predicted with 
remarkable precision how frequently the people of a given society wor¬ 
shiped or prayed. These factors explain most of the variance even without 
taking into account the specific belief-systems of given countries, or the 
institutional structures of religion, such as the organizational characteris¬ 
tics and financial resources of evangelical churches in Latin America, the 
philanthropic efforts of Catholic missionaries, the legal-institutional state 
regulation of freedom of worship in post-Communist Europe, or the role 
of the clergy in Africa. The most crucial explanatory variables are those that 
differentiate between vulnerable societies, and societies in which survival is 
so secure that people take it for granted during their formative years. 

2. The Religious Cultures Hypothesis 

Our theory hypothesizes that, although rising levels of existential security 
are conducive to secularization, cultural change is path-dependent: the his¬ 
torically predominant religious tradition of a given society tends to leave 
a lasting impact on religious beliefs and other social norms, ranging from 
approval of divorce, to gender roles, tolerance of homosexuality, and work 
orientations. Where a society started continues to influence where it is 
at later points in time, so that the citizens of historically Protestant so¬ 
cieties continue to show values that are distinct from those prevailing in 
historically Catholic or Hindu or Orthodox or Confucian societies. These 
cross-national differences do not reflect the influence of the religious au¬ 
thorities today - they persist even in societies where the vast majority no 
longer attends church. They reflect historical influences that shaped given 
national cultures, and today affect the entire population; thus, within the 
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Netherlands, Catholics, Protestants, and those who have left the church 
all tend to share a common national value system that is very distinctive in 
global perspective. 

A society’s historical heritage leaves a lasting imprint, but the process 
of secularization tends to bring systematic cultural changes that move in 
a predictable direction, diminishing the importance of religion in people’s 
lives and weakening allegiance to traditional cultural norms, making peo¬ 
ple more tolerant of divorce, abortion, homosexuality, and cultural change 
in general. It may seem paradoxical to claim that economic development 
brings systematic changes and that a society’s cultural heritage continues to 
influence it, but it is not: if every society in the world were moving in the 
same direction, at the same rate of speed, they would remain as far apart as 
ever, and would never converge. 

The reality is not that simple, of course: secularization started earliest 
and has moved farthest in the most economically developed countries; and 
little or no secularization has taken place in the low-income countries. But 
this means that the cultural differences linked with economic development 
not only are not shrinking, they are growing larger. Secularization and the 
persistence of cultural differences are perfectly compatible. 

Weber claimed that Protestantism reshaped attitudes toward work, 
which had a decisive impact on economic growth and development, fu¬ 
eling the spirit of capitalism. But the very fact that the historically Protes¬ 
tant countries were the first to industrialize and attain high levels of 
mass existential security means that they should tend to have relatively 
secularized cultures today. Similarly, survey evidence reveals that those 
living in contemporary Protestant societies have the weakest, not the 
strongest, adherence to the work ethic today, in comparison with all the 
other major religious cultures. Those living in Protestant nations today 
give roughly equal weight to the values of work and leisure, whereas the 
publics of most other societies give overwhelming priority to work. A so¬ 
ciety’s religious heritage has a lasting imprint on moral issues, such as atti¬ 
tudes toward abortion and suicide. But as we have observed, long-term 
processes of development are transforming basic cultural values, mov¬ 
ing publics toward moral liberalism on issues of sexuality and toward 
pursuit of opportunities for self-fulfillment outside of the workplace and 
economic sphere. 

Another influential thesis that we examined was Samuel Huntington’s 
“clash of civilizations” thesis, which claims that one of the most impor¬ 
tant cultural divisions between the Western and Muslim worlds concerns 
differences over democratic political values. In the post-Cold War era, 
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Huntington argues that this “culture clash” is a major potential source of 
international and domestic conflict. The comparative evidence in Chapter 6 
points to four main findings. First, when we compared political attitudes 
(including evaluations of how well democracy works in practice, support for 
democratic ideals, and disapproval of authoritarian leadership), far from a 
“clash of values,” we found only modest differences between the Islamic 
world and the West. Instead, the largest cleavage over democratic values 
was between ex-Soviet states in Eastern European countries (such as Russia, 
Ukraine, and Moldova), which display minimal support for democracy, and 
most other countries that display far more positive attitudes, including both 
Western and Islamic nations. This pattern could as plausibly be explained 
as reflecting the residual legacy of the Cold War and a realistic evaluation 
of the actual performance of democracy in these states, as by the reemer¬ 
gence of ethnic conflict based on the values of the Orthodox Church. We 
did find that support for a strong role by religious authorities is stronger in 
Muslim societies than in the West, but again it is not a simple dichotomy; 
many other types of society also support an active role for religious lead¬ 
ers in public life, including the sub-Saharan African countries and Latin 
American countries. 

It is clear that religious cultures have an important impact (which was 
underestimated by Huntington) in predicting beliefs about gender equality 
and sexual liberalization. In this regard, the West is far more egalitarian and 
liberal than all other societies, particularly Muslim nations. Generational 
comparisons suggest that this gap has steadily widened as the younger birth 
cohorts in the West have gradually become more liberal in their sexual 
mores while the younger cohorts in Islamic societies remain deeply tradi¬ 
tional. The results suggest that modern Western societies are indeed dif¬ 
ferent, especially concerning the transformation of orientations associated 
with the sexual revolution that occurred in recent decades, fundamental 
changes in the nature of modern families, and more expressive lifestyles. 
Equality for women has progressed much further, and transformed tradi¬ 
tional cultural beliefs and values about the appropriate division of sex roles 
far more deeply, in affluent Western societies than in the rest of the world, 
but these changes are beginning to reshape prosperous East Asian societies 
as well. Support for gender equality and tolerance of divorce, homosexual¬ 
ity, and so forth are not part of the Western Christian tradition - they are 
recent developments even there - and are not uniquely Western. They are 
cultural changes linked with high levels of economic development and the 
emergence of the knowledge society. 
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3. The Religious Participation Hypothesis 

We expected that religious values and beliefs would heavily influence reli¬ 
gious practices, such as attendance at services of worship and the frequency 
of prayer or meditation. The evidence strongly supports this expectation; 
Figure io. i compares the mean frequency of attendance in religious services 
against the strength of religious values in each society (using a four-point 
scale to monitor the importance of religion). The graph shows a remarkably 
strong correlation (R 2 = .73); religious values seem to have a strong impact 
on religious participation in most countries. Countries located in the bot¬ 
tom left-hand corner, such as the Czech Republic, Denmark, and France, 
consistently displayed relatively secular orientations on both indicators. By 
contrast, other societies located in the top right quadrant, such as South 
Africa, the United States, and El Salvador, are consistently highly religious 
by both measures. Yet a number of outliers were also evident, where reli¬ 
gious participation was higher than expected, falling above the regression 
line near the top right corner, notably Nigeria, Uganda, and Zimbabwe, as 
well as Ireland, Poland, and India. In these societies, other factors seem to 
be important in encouraging religious engagement, such as social norms, 
communal networks, and informal group pressures to attend services for 
those living in highly religious communities. In the bottom right quadrant, 
located below the regression line, Muslims living in Iran, Turkey, and Egypt 
regarded religion as very important to their lives, yet fewer than expected 
actually participated regularly in worship services. 

We followed a similar procedure to examine the relationship between 
core religious beliefs and patterns of religious participation. Some writers 
suggest that an important distinction can be drawn between “belonging” 
and “believing.” Thus, Grace Davie argues that in Britain the shrinking 
number of people attending church services has not been accompanied by 
a widespread decline in religious beliefs. 6 In Western Europe as a whole, 
Davie argues that similar patterns can be observed: “Western Europeans are 
unchurched populations, rather than simply secular For a marked falling-off in 
religious attendance (especially in the Protestant North) has not resulted, yet, in the 
abdication of religious belief ” 7 Opinion polls also suggest the persistence of 
widespread adherence to many of the core ideas and beliefs in Christianity 
in the United States. As Wilcox andjelen summarized the evidence, linking 
beliefs and participation: 

The United States has a remarkably high level of religious belief and ob¬ 
servance, a fact that makes the country an outlier in the well-established 
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Figure 10.1. Religious Behavior and Religious Values. Note: Religious partici¬ 
pation: Q18S: “Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often 
do you attend religious services these days? More than once a week, once a 
week, once a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never or 
practically never.” Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 
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relationship between socioeconomic development and religious observance. 
Citizens in the United States are more likely to believe in a personal God, 
in an afterlife, in heaven, and especially in Satan and hell than are citizens in 
Europe. They are more likely to attend church weekly or more often and to 
pray regularly . 8 

Andrew Greeley has suggested that many Central and Eastern European 
societies have also experienced a recent resurgence of spiritual beliefs, with 
the demise of the Soviet Union opening the door to freedom of worship 
in post-Communist states. 9 Systematic cross-national evidence comparing 
religious beliefs in much of the rest of the world is scarce, although ob¬ 
servers have cited various signs of faith-based revivals and counter-secular 
movements including the strength of Orthodox Judaism in Israeli politics, 
the spread of evangelical Protestantism in Latin America, and the strength 
of conservative Islamic movements in some Middle Eastern and North 
African nations. 10 

The strength of common religious beliefs can be compared using a sim¬ 
ple 4-point scale, summarizing faith in the existence of heaven, hell, life 
after death, and whether people have a soul. These items have varying 
shades of meaning and emphasis in diverse faiths, creeds, and sects, 11 but 
they go together to form a Religious Belief scale that has a high degree 
of statistical reliability and internal consistency across each of the major 
types of religion, suggesting that they tap a common dimension of core 
beliefs. 12 As Figure 10.2 illustrates, the strength of religious beliefs also 
predicts a country’s level of religious participation with a fair degree of 
accuracy (R 2 = .476), although there was a broader scattering of societies 
around the regression line than was found with the measure of religious val¬ 
ues. Nigeria, Uganda, Ireland, India, and the Philippines all showed higher 
levels of participation than would be expected from the strength of reli¬ 
gious beliefs alone, while Egypt, Turkey, and Iran again proved lower than 
expected, suggesting that contingent factors in these countries help shape 
religious practice. 

The distinctively high levels of churchgoing in the United States can be 
accounted for by the strength of religious values and beliefs in America, 
with this country falling where expected on the regression line - which still 
leaves open the question why all these indicators of religiosity are stronger 
in America than in most other rich postindustrial societies. One possibil¬ 
ity is the fact that the United States was founded by religious refugees, 
who attached so much importance to religion that they were willing to 
risk their lives in a dangerous new environment in order to be able to 
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Figure 10.2. Religious Participation and Beliefs. Note: Religious Participation: 
Q185: Apart from weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you 
attend religious services these days? More than once a week, once a week, once 
a month, only on special holy days, once a year, less often, never or practically 
never." The proportion that attended “Once a week or more.” Source: World 
Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 

practice their religion - and were able to transmit this outlook, to some ex¬ 
tent, to succeeding waves of immigrants. We do not have data that enables 
us to test this hypothesis, but in Chapter 4 we examined another possibil¬ 
ity, finding evidence that existential security interacts with conditions of 
socioeconomic equality. The United States has a less comprehensive social 
welfare safety net than most other countries with comparable levels of eco¬ 
nomic development, so that many still experience existential insecurity - 
a situation also found in many oil-rich states. One manifestation of this 
is the fact that life expectancy is slightly lower in America than in most 
other rich nations. The particular pattern of immigration and multicul- 
turalism that characterizes the United States may also contribute toward 
this phenomenon; America contains many first- and second-generation mi¬ 
grants drawn originally from poorer nations in Central and South America, 
as well as from poorer countries in Asia, bringing relatively strong religiosity 
with them. 13 
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4. The Civic Engagement Hypothesis 

We also predicted (our fifth hypothesis) that greater engagement in reli¬ 
gious practices would encourage political and social activism, and hence 
social capital and civic engagement, whether expressed through belong¬ 
ing to faith-based organizations, membership in civic society groups, or 
support for political parties. Social capital theory has attracted extensive 
interest in recent years, as many social scientists have sought to explore 
the role of voluntary associations and civic organizations. The claim of 
this theory is that social capital fosters the production of private goods 
(benefiting the individual) and also public goods (benefiting society). Social 
capital is regarded as generating capacity building for communities, just 
as the investment of economic capital is productive for manufacturing 
goods and services. Studies have emphasized that in the United States, 
mainline Protestant churches play a vital role in “bridging” diverse groups 
within local communities, encouraging the face-to-face contact, social link¬ 
ages, and organizational networks that, in turn, are thought to generate 
interpersonal trust and collaboration in local communities on issues of 
common concern. 

The evidence examined in Chapter 8 supports the claim that in many 
countries, not just the United States, religious participation (as measured 
by the frequency of attending worship services) is positively associated with 
belonging to related religious organizations, such as faith-based charities, 
youth groups, and social clubs, as well as to some non-religious volun¬ 
tary organizations and community associations. Moreover, ?ne?>ibership in 
religious organizations (but not attendance at religious services) was signifi¬ 
cantly linked with selected indicators of civic engagement, including social 
attitudes and political participation. 

But it remains difficult to sort out the direction of causality in these asso¬ 
ciations. Belonging to churches may bring people into contact with a wider 
range of friends, neighbors, and colleagues, beyond their immediate family, 
thereby encouraging people to join other social networks and community 
associations. But it could also be true that the people who are most likely 
to join voluntary groups in their community are also most likely to join 
churches, or other religious organizations. It seems likely that a process of 
mutually reinforcing reciprocal causation underlies these relationships, so 
that sociable “joiners” not only attend churches, but also belong to various 
other civic organizations. In any case, the effect of declining churchgo¬ 
ing on civic engagement seems to have been largely offset by the emer¬ 
gence of new social movements, protest politics, and newer forms of virtual 
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communications that encourage alternative forms of political mobilization 
and expression. 14 

In earlier eras, one’s religious identity provided a cue that oriented vot¬ 
ers toward political parties, and helped define one’s ideological position on 
the political spectrum. In this regard, differences between Protestants and 
Catholics in Western Europe functioned as a cognitive shortcut, similar to 
the role of social class, which linked voters to parties; these linkages often 
persisted throughout an individual’s lifetime. In recent decades, however, as 
secularization has progressively weakened religious identities in advanced 
industrial societies, we would expect to find that the political impact of de¬ 
nominational differences would play a declining role in party and electoral 
politics. In consequence, parties that once had strong organizational links 
to the Catholic Church, such as the Christian Democrats in West Germany, 
Italy, and Austria, have become more secular in their electoral appeals, mov¬ 
ing toward “bridging strategies” that enable them to win electoral support 
from many diverse social groups. 

The evidence examined in Chapter 9 serves to confirm these expecta¬ 
tions; in postindustrial nations, religious values continue to predict a sense 
of affiliation with the political Right. This religious gap remains signifi¬ 
cant even after employing our standard battery of societal and individual 
controls. This gap is found in many diverse societies, suggesting a fairly 
universal pattern at work in people’s ideological orientations. Neverthe¬ 
less, we have also found that the relationship between religiosity and Right 
political orientations seems to have weakened during the last twenty years 
in most industrial and postindustrial societies, apart from the United States 
and Austria. In an important sense, the bottom-line test lies in the votes 
actually cast in national elections - and we find that during the past fifty 
years, support for religious parties has fallen in most postindustrial nations, 
especially in Catholic Europe. 

This finding reflects the pattern that was found with churchgoing in 
Europe: in both cases religion starts from a far higher base, and then 
falls more sharply, in Catholic countries than in Protestant ones. Secu¬ 
larization appears to be a process that started in Protestant Europe well 
before survey evidence began to become available, so that at the start 
of the postwar era, these countries already had considerably lower levels 
of support for religious parties than those found in Catholic countries. 
Consequently, during the past half-century the process of secularization 
has affected Catholic Europe most strongly, and these countries are now 
approaching, but not yet attaining, the low levels of religiosity found in 
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Northern Europe. Precisely as we found with religious practices, values, 
and beliefs, the United States remains an outlier in its emphasis on the 
importance of politics in religion. Secularization has generally been sweep¬ 
ing through affluent nations, in politics as well as in society, although the 
pace of change and its effects differ from one country to another. We do 
not have any substantial body of time-series data with which to analyze 
trends in pre-industrial countries, as we do with the advanced industrial 
societies of Europe and North America, but the limited evidence that is 
available indicates that there is no worldwide decline of religiosity, or of 
the role of religion in politics: this is a phenomenon of industrial and 
postindustrial society. 

5. The Religious Markets Hypothesis 

Using multiple methods, we have analyzed evidence from almost eighty 
societies, carrying out cross-cultural comparisons at both the societal 
and individual levels and examining time-series survey data and gen¬ 
erational comparisons to test a series of hypotheses concerning the 
relationship between secularization and existential security. We also 
tested empirically the core propositions of the most influential contem¬ 
porary alternative interpretation; the supply-side based religious mar¬ 
ket theory. 

Religious market theory holds that religious participation is mainly in¬ 
fluenced by the institutional “supply” of religion and the role of the state. 
It predicts that religious participation will increase with (i) greater religious plu- 
ralism and (2) less state regulation of religious institutions. These institutional 
explanations appear plausible in the light of several historical examples of 
the relationship between the church and state. 

The leading example cited as evidence that religious pluralism produces 
high levels of religious belief and participation is the United States. But al¬ 
though religious pluralism does indeed go together with relatively high lev¬ 
els of religiosity in the United States, such countries as Pakistan, Indonesia, 
Algeria, El Salvador, Puerto Rico, Bangladesh, Egypt, Nigeria, Uganda, 
Brazil, and Colombia all show much higher levels of both religious belief 
and religious practice - in societies where as much as 99% of the popula¬ 
tion belong to one politically and socially dominant religion. A few of these 
countries, such as Nigeria, show high degrees of religious pluralism, but 
most of them are extremely homogeneous: what they have in common is 
poverty. The American public is strongly religious only in comparison with 
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the publics of other advanced industrial societies: it ranks far below most 
poor societies. Multivariate analysis of data from a wide range of societies 
does not support the hypothesis that religious pluralism produces high lev¬ 
els of religiosity. We suggested other reasons why the United States is a 
deviant case among rich countries. 

Does less state regulation of religion produce high levels of religiosity? 
Again, a number of examples (including the United States) seem to support 
this hypothesis. Yet state persecution of religion can be counterproduc¬ 
tive. Efforts to stamp out religion in Poland, for example, had the effect 
of turning the Roman Catholic Church into a bastion of Polish indepen¬ 
dence against Russian oppression both under the Czars and under the So¬ 
viet Union. And in Russia, where for seventy years official Soviet policy 
enforced state atheism, support for the Russian Orthodox Church persists 
to the present. To test Religious Markets theory, we used the Herfindahl 
Index of religious pluralism, and the Chaves and Cann Index of state reg¬ 
ulation. We also developed a more comprehensive new 20-point Religious 
Freedom Index focusing upon the relationship of the state and church, 
monitoring such issues as whether the constitution constrains freedom of 
religion, whether the government restricts certain denominations or sects, 
and whether there is an established church. Using these separate and in¬ 
dependent measures, no systematic empirical support was found for the 
propositions that religious pluralism or state regulation mattered; indeed, 
on the contrary, we found precisely the reverse. In the world as a whole, 
the most homogeneous religious cultures, and the societies with the greatest 
state regulation of religion, have the greatest religious participation and the 
strongest faith in God. 

This is not accidental. In many poor societies, where religion is central to 
society, authoritarian rulers have a direct interest in promoting or control¬ 
ling religious institutions in order to maintain their power and legitimacy. 
In such societies, religious and political power are closely linked. The pro¬ 
cess of modernization usually brings a decline in the salience of religion, 
for reasons already described, as well as encouraging the spread of human 
rights and political liberties, and the state no longer exerts so much con¬ 
trol over religious authorities. Even where there are established churches, 
their societal significance gradually fades away: nominally, such countries 
as England and Sweden have established churches; their real power has 
become very modest. Human development tends to generate both greater 
tolerance for religious freedom and the erosion of religious values. There 
is no doubt that institutions can play a role maintaining religious vitality, 
but if the mass public is deserting the churches in advanced industrialized 
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societies, supply-side efforts have modest effect: there is little that religious 
leaders can do to revive public demand. 

6. The Demographic Hypothesis 

Given the findings considered so far, one might assume that the process of 
secularization would gradually sweep through the world, as development 
gradually improved living conditions in poorer countries. This was the 
conventional wisdom a few decades ago. But the reality is more complex - 
and culminates in exactly the opposite result. 

We hypothesized that one of the major factors driving religiosity is the 
need for a sense of certainty in a world where existence is full of danger 
and uncertainty. This is not the only motivating factor. Philosophers and 
theologians have sought to probe into the meaning and purpose of life 
since the dawn of history; but for the great majority of the population, 
who lived at the margin of subsistence, the need for reassurance and a 
sense of certainty was the main function of religion. In societies where 
existential insecurity has faded into the background, this factor has become 
less compelling. 

But secularization and human development has a paradoxical secondary 
consequence. It is linked with a precipitate decline of fertility rates, driv¬ 
ing demographic changes that prevent secularization from sweeping the 
world. Although poorer countries such as Pakistan, El Salvador, Uganda, 
and Nigeria have high infant mortality rates, their publics place much more 
emphasis on religious values than do the publics of rich countries - which is 
conducive to their also having much higher fertility rates than those found 
in richer countries, for the reasons discussed in Chapter i. The net result is 
that poor nations also have incomparably greater population growth than 
rich, secularized countries, where the population is stagnant and starting 
to shrink. Thus, despite the fact that a large part of the world has begun to 
industrialize during the past century, and secularization occurs in virtually 
every industrialized country, there are more people with traditional values 
today than ever before in history. 

The basic demographic indicators demonstrating these propositions are 
shown in Table i o. i , including macro-level rates of fertility, longevity, infant 
mortality, and survival, derived from the World Bank World Development 
Indicators. For comparison, seventy-three societies in the pooled World 
Values Survey, 1981-2001, are classified into three categories: the most 
secular, the moderate, and the most religious, based on their overall mean 
levels of religious values (using the io-point “importance of God” scale). 
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A country’s fertility rate reflects the average number of children born 
to women of childbearing years (16-44); these rates are shown for the pe¬ 
riod 1970-1975 and again for 2000-2005. The results show that women 
are having far fewer children during the last thirty years across all types 
of society: on average, the fertility rate dropped from 3.8 to 2.1. But there 
remain sharp contrasts between the most secular and religious societies; 
today women of childbearing age living in secular societies have an average 
of 1.8 children, while in societies where traditional religious beliefs prevail, 
women have an average of 2.8 children. The indicators for life expectancy, 
infant mortality, and rates of survival to old age all highlight the extent to 
which secular and religious societies differ in their life-chances; in secular 
nations, people live longer, fewer children die, and more people survive to 
old age. As argued in the introduction, culture can be viewed as a survival 
strategy for a given society, and we find two contrasting survival strategies. 
In subsistence-level traditional societies life is insecure and relatively short; 
their cultural systems vary in many respects, but in virtually every case 
they encourage people to produce large numbers of children, and discour¬ 
age anything that threatens the family, such as divorce, homosexuality, or 
abortion. Rich, secular societies produce fewer people, but with relatively 
high investment in each individual, producing knowledge societies with 
high levels of education, long life expectancies, and advanced economic 
and technological levels. Virtually all affluent postindustrial countries have 
life expectancies of more than seventy years, and women in these societies 
have fertility rates of between one and two children - tending to hover 
near the population replacement level or even falling below it. The United 
States is an exception to the prevailing pattern among rich nations here, as 
in many other ways, with slightly higher fertility and lower life expectancy. 
At the other extreme, people have a life expectancy of forty years or less 
in the poorest agrarian nations in the world, such as Niger, Burkina Faso, 
and Guinea-Bissau, and the total fertility rate for women in these societies 
is seven to eight children. 

The net effect of these survival strategies upon annual rates of popula¬ 
tion growth is illustrated in Table 10.2. From 1975 to 1997, the population 
in the two dozen most religious societies under comparison grew at a rate 
of 2.2% per annum, compared with 0.7% in secular, rich nations. For the 
second period, from 1997 to 2015, it is estimated that population growth 
in religious societies will have slowed to 1.5%, which still brings substan¬ 
tial growth. By contrast, in the more secular states, average population 
growth has plummeted to 0.2%, and in some countries has already be¬ 
come negative. In affluent societies, women today have greater control over 
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Table 10.2. Population Growth Rate by Type of Society 


Type of Society 

Nations 

Annual Population 
Growth Rate, 1975-1997 
(%) 

Annual Population 
Growth Rate, 1997-2015 
(%) 

Most secular 

25 

0.7 

0.2 

Moderate 

24 

0.7 

0.3 

Most religious 

24 

2.2 

1.5 

All nations 

73 

1.2 

0.7 


notes: Type of society: Based on mean macro-level religious values measured on the 
10-point “importance of God” scale, WVS 1981-2001. Nations: Number of societies. 
Source: World Bank 2003, World Development Indicators. Washington, DC: World Bank, 
available online at: www.worldbank.org. 


reproduction through widespread availability of contraception and 
abortion; they also have wider opportunities in education, the paid work¬ 
force, and the broader public sphere, and more egalitarian perceptions of 
sex roles. 15 The typical family structure has also been transformed during 
the last half-century in postindustrial societies, for both men and women, 
by the rising age at which people first get married, patterns of cohabitation, 
growing numbers of single-parent households, rising rates of divorce, and 
the aging population. 16 Figure 10.3 illustrates the fact that societies where 
religion is considered most important are also the ones that have shown the 
highest population growth rates during the last thirty years, while secular 
societies have low rates of population growth. 

What does this process mean for the world’s population? The estimates 
in Table to. 3 give a broad indication of how this translates into demographic 
trends during the twentieth century, and also during the last three decades, 
according to our classification of these types of society. In the seventy-three 
societies under comparison, just over two billion live in relatively secular 
societies, and these countries have seen an 41% increase in the total size 
of their populations during the last thirty years. Almost as many people 
(1.7 billion) today live in relatively religious countries, but they have seen 
an 82% rise in their population during the same period, with greater female 
fertility producing twice as much growth, despite high infant mortality and 
low life expectancies. Another way to understand the effects of this process 
is to compare the proportion of the publics under comparison living in 
secular and religious societies; in 1970, 45% lived in secular societies and 
29% lived in religious societies. By 2002, the figures had become 40% and 
33%, respectively. 





Importance of religion 


SECULARIZATION AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 


235 


Type of Society 
‘ Agrarian 
* Industrial 
■ Postindustrial 


Rsq = 0.5882 

-1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Annual population growth rate (%), 1975-1997 

Figure 10.3. Religious Values and Population Growth Rates, 1975-1998. Notes: 
Importance of religion: Q10: “How important is religion in your life? Very im¬ 
portant, rather important, not very important, not at all important.” Annual 
population growth rate 1975-1997: World Bank 2003 World Development Indi¬ 
cators. Washington, DC: World Bank, available online at: www.worldbank.org. 
Source: World Values Survey, pooled 1981-2001. 

Thus, as was pointed out in Chapter r, we find two apparently contra¬ 
dictory trends: 

r. The publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies have been 
moving toward more secular orientations during the past fifty years. 
Nevertheless, 

2. The world as a whole now has more people with traditional religious 
views than ever before - and they constitute a growing proportion of 
the world’s population. 

These two propositions are not contradictory - because secularization has 
a powerful negative impact on human fertility rates. The rich countries, in 
which secularization is most advanced, now have human fertility rates far 
below the replacement level - while poor societies with traditional religious 
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worldviews have fertility rates that are far above the replacement level, and 
contain a growing share of the world’s population. 

Both culture and human development influence this process. In previ¬ 
ous research, we developed a powerful multi-item indicator of Traditional 
versus Secular-rational values that taps a major dimension of cross-cultural 
variation. 17 This dimension reflects how strongly given societies emphasize 
religion and a number of other related orientations. Traditionally oriented 
societies emphasize the importance of parent-child ties and family values; 
they strongly reject divorce, abortion, prostitution, and homosexuality. So¬ 
cieties with secular-rational values have the opposite preferences on all 
of these topics. To a large extent, traditional values focus on protecting 
the family, encouraging reproduction within marriage, and discouraging 
any other kind of sexual behavior. The move from traditional values to 
secular-rational values brings a cultural shift from an emphasis on a role 
for women, whose lives are largely limited to producing and raising as 
many children as possible, to a world where women have an increasingly 
broad range of life choices, and most have careers and interests outside 
the home. This development is linked with a dramatic decline in fertil¬ 
ity rates, as illustrated in Figure 10.4. Thus, although it was not designed 
to do so, our multi-item indicator of Traditional versus Secular-rational 
values is a remarkably powerful indicator of fertility rates, as Model 1 in 
Table 10.4 demonstrates. The single item measuring religious values (the 
importance of religion), used throughout this book, also proved highly sig¬ 
nificant as an alternative item predicting fertility rates, as show in Table 10.4 
Model 2. 18 

Yet cultural values are not the whole story, because patterns of human 
development also contribute to human fertility rates, as Table 10.4 also 
demonstrates. The improvements in healthcare that accompany human de¬ 
velopment usually give women easier access to family planning, through the 
availability of contraception and abortion, while women’s growing literacy, 
education, and paid employment in the labor force expand their awareness 
of family planning and opportunities outside of the private sphere. The 
improvements in infant mortality that come from better nutrition, immu¬ 
nization, and access to clean water mean that there are fewer risks from 
planning smaller families. The younger age profile of developing societies 
also means that these contain more women of childbearing age. Moreover, 
in peasant societies, children and adolescents play a vital role in sustaining 
small agricultural holdings, also providing parents with protection against 
disability in old age, whereas the economic role of the family shrinks in 
industrialized economies and the welfare state provides an alternative source 


Table 10.4. Explaining Fertility Rates 
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Source: World Values Surveys, pooled 1981-2001. 
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of care for the elderly. For all these reasons, the combined impact of culture 
plus development explains, in total, two-thirds of the variations in fertility 
rates in the societies under comparison. 


Implications and Challenges 

Further research could deepen our understanding of these phenomena. Fu¬ 
ture surveys could look more directly at perceptions of risk and security, to 
provide direct attitudinal evidence linking the living conditions of rich and 
poor societies to individual levels of religiosity, and from there to fertility 
rates. This seems to be the most plausible interpretation of the evidence 
examined throughout this book, but it is possible that some other factor 
present in developing nations, not addressed by our theoretical framework 
or analyzed in our models, might provide an alternative explanation of the 
strong linkages we have found between economic development and fertility 
rates. In this regard, we need to develop new measures tapping perceptions 
of the ego-tropic and socio-tropic risks most common in different contexts 
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and cultures. It will also be useful to go further in analyzing survey data 
monitoring the long-term evolution of religious beliefs, values, and prac¬ 
tices in case studies of particular nations beyond the postindustrial societies 
usually studied in Western Europe, Scandinavia, and North America. We 
now have a half-century of survey data from a number of developed coun¬ 
tries, along with complementary data drawn from church records and census 
records; but we have very little time-series data from low-income societies, 
and thus no direct measure of whether secularization or a resurgence of 
religiosity is occurring in them. 

Moreover, the national outliers and anomalies to the general cultural 
patterns we have established are worth examining in detail. It is clear that 
the United States is exceptionally religious for its level of development, 
but it remains unclear why. Conversely, some relatively poor societies have 
relatively secular cultures: the Confucian-influenced societies, in particular, 
emphasize secular-rational values significantly more than their economic 
level would predict - and this may be a contributing factor in helping explain 
why China has attained much lower fertility rates than other relatively poor 
societies. Strong, coercive governmental policies are the proximate cause of 
China’s low fertility rates, but other governments have attempted to reduce 
birth rates without attaining comparable success. 

A closer examination of differential patterns of development among 
Christian denominations within given countries and regions, such as the 
rise of evangelicalism and the erosion of Catholicism reported in Latin 
America, and complex patterns of religiosity found in Africa, would also 
provide important insights that go far beyond the materials considered in 
this book. We have also only started to compare systematic and repre¬ 
sentative cross-national survey data in a diverse range of Islamic societies, 
but the limited evidence we have examined suggests that this approach is 
likely to challenge some of the conventional wisdom about public opinion in 
these societies. 

This book demonstrates that, with rising levels of existential security, 
the publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies have been moving 
toward more secular orientations during at least the past fifty years. Earlier 
perceptions of this process gave rise to the mistaken assumption that reli¬ 
gion was disappearing. “God is dead,” proclaimed Nietzsche more than a 
century ago. A massive body of empirical evidence points to a very differ¬ 
ent conclusion. As a result of contrasting demographic trends in rich and 
poor countries, the world as a whole now has more people with traditional 
religious views than ever before - and they constitute a growing proportion 
of the world’s population. 
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The expanding gap between the sacred and the secular societies around 
the globe will have important consequences for world politics, making 
the role of religion increasingly salient on the global agenda. It is by no 
means inevitable that the religious gap will lead to greater ethno-religious 
conflict and violence. Indeed, the best available evidence of long-term 
trends in ethno-religious conflict, the latest Minorities at Risk report, goes 
against this scenario, demonstrating falling levels of such conflict during 
the 1990s. 19 The main factors driving this development can be found in the 
dramatic spread of democratization that occurred worldwide since the late 
1980s, which facilitated greater autonomy or self-determination for many 
ethno-religious minorities, and the end of some of the most repressive 
state regimes. 

Nevertheless, the persistence of traditional religious beliefs in poorer 
agrarian societies may be stimulated by the contrast between their situation 
and the growing secularization pervasive elsewhere. The spread of sex¬ 
ual liberalization, emancipated women, and secular policies can generate 
powerful reactions among those who cherish traditional values. We have al¬ 
ready seen symptoms such as the resurgence of fundamentalist movements, 
and support for leaders and parties who mobilize popular support based 
on appeals to religious values, among people with traditional beliefs. Even 
within moderately rich societies, fundamentalist Evangelical churches and 
sects have become visible politically. 20 This does not mean that the publics 
of these societies are becoming more religious and more traditional. The 
empirical evidence indicates that precisely the opposite is happening in ad¬ 
vanced industrial societies. Evangelists with relatively traditional values are 
expanding at the expense of the more modernized mainline religious groups 
partly because of the differential fertility rates that are linked with tradi¬ 
tional versus modern worldviews in the world as a whole. Waves of migrants 
entering the United States from developing countries in Latin America, the 
Caribbean, and Asia, bringing conservative cultural values with them, have 
reinvigorated religious life. Moreover, fundamentalist groups in advanced 
industrial societies have been galvanized into unprecedented levels of or¬ 
ganized action because they perceive that many of their most basic values 
(concerning abortion, divorce, homosexuality, and family values) are being 
threatened by rapid cultural changes in their societies. In the post-Cold 
War world, the widening gap between the core values held by the more 
religious and more secular societies will probably increase the salience and 
importance of cultural issues in international affairs. How well we manage 
to accommodate and tolerate these cultural differences, or how far we fail, 
remains one of the core challenges for the twenty-first century. 




Reexamining the Theory 
of Existential Security 


in recent years, religion has become increasingly prominent around the 
world. The persistence of high rates of churchgoing in the United States, 
the growing importance of liberation theology in Latin America, and reli¬ 
gious conflict in the Balkans, demonstrated that religion had not faded as 
a potent force in many contemporary societies. That point was reinforced 
by the events of 9/11 in the United States; ethnic and religious tensions in 
Europe; and repeated outbursts of violent conflict among religious groups 
in Nigeria, Sudan, and India. 1 

One widespread assumption is that these disparate events reflect a world¬ 
wide revival of religion. 2 Rodney Stark and Roger Finke argue forcefully 
that the traditional secularization thesis has been discredited, and they are 
far from alone in holding this view. 3 We believe that the picture is more 
complex. This book has presented a theory of existential security, backed 
by empirical evidence from scores of societies, demonstrating growing re¬ 
ligious divergence worldwide. On one hand, religious values and practices 
remain strong in developing societies, which have rapidly growing popu¬ 
lations; and religion is making a comeback in many ex-Communist coun¬ 
tries, filling the vacuum left by the collapse of communism. But at the same 
time, secularization has been occurring in most advanced industrial soci¬ 
eties. This erosion of church attendance, religious values, and beliefs has 
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been most clearly observed in Scandinavia and Western Europe, 4 which 
has led some scholars to claim that Western Europe is the exception - not 
the United States. 5 The depth of change does vary across societies, but 
the decline of religious values and practices is not confined to Western 
Europe. Similar developments are evident in comparable affluent postin¬ 
dustrial societies such as Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and Canada; even 
in the United States, a trend toward secularization is discernable, though 
partly masked by the large-scale immigration of people with traditional 
worldviews. 6 

The core arguments about secularization presented by the founding fa¬ 
thers of sociology, in the long line of thought stretching from Max Weber 
and Emile Durkheim to C. Wright Mills and Talcott Parsons, should not 
be wholly discarded. Secularization was traditionally linked with social dif¬ 
ferentiation (Durkheim, Parsons) and rationalization (Weber). But predic¬ 
tions of the death of religion were based on crude mechanistic notions of 
“modernization” and the traditional theory of secularization needs updat¬ 
ing to reflect contemporary developments. Attempting to reconceptualize 
the forces at work, we believe that the concept of existential security offers 
a powerful lens to understand the divergent trends observed worldwide 
in religious values, where the public’s demand for transcendent religion is 
largely shaped by its vulnerability to societal and personal risks. 7 The con¬ 
cept provides a theoretically coherent and empirically testable approach 
that helps to explain the divergent trends in religious values observed in 
developing and postindustrial societies. Previous chapters presented a wide 
range of data that are fully consistent with this thesis. A growing literature 
in the diverse disciplines of social psychology, sociology, health studies, and 
economics also supports these claims. 

Nevertheless, the evidence available when the first edition of Sacred and 
Secular was published (2004) was insufficient to address some important 
conceptual and empirical issues. The first part of this chapter briefly clari¬ 
fies and recaps the arguments involved in the theory of existential security, 
developing further the theoretical framework. The second part of the chap¬ 
ter then takes this opportunity to respond to our critics. The next chapter 
goes on to examine new evidence and measures that have become avail¬ 
able since publication of the first edition, to test core claims arising from 
the theory. As we will demonstrate, the data lend further support to the 
thesis that rising existential security tends to bring declining emphasis on 
religion in postindustrial societies. This - combined with the resurgence of 
religion in many developing and ex-Communist countries - has led to the 
emergence of a growing religiosity gap worldwide. 
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The Theory of Existential Security and Its Critics 

One popular approach to explaining the strength of religiosity in any so¬ 
ciety draws on rational choice theories that emphasize the “supply side” 
of religious markets. 8 These accounts posit that the need for religion is 
unwavering and universal. To meet this need, religious institutions are con¬ 
sidered to be equivalent to firms competing in the economic marketplace. 
Mass religious participation, in this view, depends on the degree of pluralist 
competition among diverse religious organizations. Competition actively 
recruits members of mass congregations, at least in types of faith based on 
communal or collective forms of worship. Hence, the strength of religious 
participation in contemporary America is explained historically by the ab¬ 
sence of an established church and the rich diversity of churches, sects, 
temples, synagogues, and mosques that are actively striving today to at¬ 
tract members. This approach assumes, without providing any theoretical 
justification, that the mass desire for religion is constant and invariable. If 
people attend religious services, this experience could plausibly strengthen 
and reinforce religious values - but this leaves unanswered the prior ques¬ 
tion why people would ever be motivated to attend in the first place, and 
thus the origins of religious values. 

Taking an alternative perspective, Sacred and Secular developed a revised 
version of secularization theory that emphasizes variations in the “demand 
side” of the equation. Earlier chapters argued that (i) virtually all high- 
income countries have been moving toward more secular orientations dur¬ 
ing the past fifty years; but that (2) a growing proportion of the world’s 
population holds traditional religious values. The apparent contradiction 
between these two propositions reflects the fact that secularization and hu¬ 
man development both reduce human fertility rates. Moreover, as we em¬ 
phasized, a sense of existential insecurity is not the only factor that draws 
people to religion: desires for human contact and solidarity and for answers 
to the questions about where we come from and why we are here have 
always been important. But for most people, throughout most of human 
history, physical survival has been uncertain. Theologians may have been 
primarily concerned with the meaning and purpose of life, but for most 
ordinary people, the sense of reassurance that religion provides, that one’s 
fate is in the hands of a benevolent higher power even when it is uncertain 
that one’s family will have enough to eat, has been the most prominent 
factor drawing people to religion. Conversely, therefore, the importance of 
religion tends to be eroded by a sense of existential security - the feeling 
that survival can be taken for granted. Feelings of vulnerability to physical, 
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societal, and personal risks are a key factor directly driving religiosity and 
conversely, secularization - understood as a systematic erosion of religious 
values and practices - has been most advanced among the most prosper¬ 
ous segments of the population, living in affluent and secure postindustrial 
nations. 

Let us clarify some core components of our theory and then respond 
to our critics. First, as illustrated schematically in Figure i.i, in the first 
chapter of this book, our parsimonious model posits a sequential pathway 
in which human development and societal modernization gradually reduce 
exposure to both socio-tropic (societal) and ego-tropic (personal) risks. The 
first axiom in this model is not contentious; it is widely recognized that the 
people of low-income countries are most susceptible to death from malnu¬ 
trition, disease, or societal disasters. They live near the margin of survival 
and tend to have weak defense against crime or external threats. Clearly, 
there are also serious risks associated with living in wealthy societies, as 
Beck argues, but these tend not to be immediately life-threatening, due to 
the deeper reservoir of resources, and the safety net provided by welfare 
states of advanced industrial societies. 9 

The Link between Existential Security and Religious Values 

We hypothesize that the emergence of high levels of existential security 
tends to diminish anxiety and stress, promoting feelings of psychological 
well-being - which, in turn, reduces the importance of religious values in 
people’s lives. Although this hypothesis has been controversial, we argue 
that virtually all of the world’s major transcendent religions provide reas¬ 
surance that, even though the individual alone can’t understand or predict 
what lies ahead, a higher power will ensure that things work out. This belief 
reduces stress and anxiety, enabling people to focus on coping with their 
immediate problems. Under conditions of insecurity, people have a power¬ 
ful need to see authority as both strong and benevolent - even in the face 
of evidence to the contrary. Through strengthening feelings of security, 
the processes of societal modernization have significant consequences for 
religiosity; the conditions of growing security that usually accompany the 
transition from agrarian to industrial societies, and then into postindustrial 
societies, tends to reduce the salience of religion in people’s fives. These 
effects operate at both a societal level (socio-tropic) and a personal level 
(ego-tropic), although we suspect that the former is more important. The 
greater social protection, longevity, and health found in wealthy postindus¬ 
trial societies and welfare states mean that fewer people in these societies 
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regard traditional spiritual values as vital to their lives, or to the lives of their 
community. This does not mean that all forms of religion necessarily dis¬ 
appear as societies develop; residual and symbolic elements often remain, 
such as formal adherence to religious identities and rituals, even when their 
substantive meaning has faded away. For example, the role of the church in 
marriage and funeral ceremonies remains common, even in highly secular 
societies. Similarly, in Britain, France, and Denmark, people may well still 
provide a religious denomination on official census forms and household 
surveys, derived from their childhood upbringing even after they have given 
up active churchgoing. But we expect that people living in secure advanced 
industrial societies tend to become less obedient to traditional religious 
leaders and institutions and place less importance on conventional religious 
practices. 

Religious Values 

Our theory therefore focuses on religious values. The concept of values 
is complex, since it can be conflated with the related notions of attitudes, 
traits, norms, and needs, and it is open to alternative interpretations in dif¬ 
ferent disciplines. 10 We understand values to reflect the relative importance 
that people attach to various societal or personal ideals. Values are general 
motivational goals that transcend specific situations and that can be ordered 
according to their relative importance. Do people seek to accumulate ma¬ 
terial wealth and possessions, or do they give higher priority to individual 
self-fulfillment and creativity? Do they prefer novelty, adventure, and ex¬ 
citing lifestyles, or safety and stability? Tradition or change? Power and 
status or spiritual fulfillment? Each of these values, and many others, rep¬ 
resents alternative goal priorities. Values reflect enduring preferences that 
can be ranked, and if they are consistent and coherent, value systems can 
be identified. Values are therefore desirable priorities that facilitate norma¬ 
tive judgments as well as providing guidance for behavior. Reflecting these 
notions, religious values are measured in the WVS survey according to 
the importance of religion in people’s lives, as monitored by the questions: 
“How important is God in your life?” where responses use a scale ranging from 
not important (o) to very important (to), and “ How important is religion in 
your life?” measured on a four-category scale. 11 Among the various prior¬ 
ities, religious values are thus those that reflect the importance of spiritual 
aspirations in people’s lives. Using the market analogy, values are located on 
the “demand” side of the equation, representing the aspirations that guide 
and motivate religious practices. 
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Religious Beliefs 

By contrast, the related concept of beliefs refers to certain statements that 
are held to be true in different religions, such as faith in the existence of a 
higher being, in reincarnation, or in the moral teachings of the scriptures, 
as well as beliefs about certain rituals that are seen as appropriate forms of 
religious expression in diverse faiths. In our model, predominant religious 
cultures leave an enduring imprint on patterns of beliefs in each society that 
are evident today; for example the legacy of Protestantism and Catholicism 
continues to shape contemporary moral beliefs in European societies even 
though religious values and churchgoing have faded. 

Religious Values and Beliefs Motivate Religious Practices 

In turn, as illustrated in Figure i. i, we hypothesize that interaction between 
religious values and beliefs motivates religious practices in different faiths, 
whether expressed through the rituals of individual prayer and meditation 
or attendance at collective services of worship in shrines, temples, churches, 
and mosques. 12 Practices reflect both values (and thus demand preferences) 
and beliefs (for which activities are regarded as appropriate). The primary 
indicator of religious practices analyzed in this study is measured by the 
standard behavioral question that is widely used in the literature: “ Apartfrom 
weddings, funerals, and christenings, how often do you attend religious services?'” 
Responses in the World Values Survey ranged on a 7-point scale from 
“never" (scored 1) to “ more than once a week ” (scored 7). Based on this item, 
“regular" religious participation is understood to denote at least weekly 
attendance (i.e., combining either “once a week” or “more than once a 
week”). 

Nevertheless, the strength of the relationship between religious values 
and practices is mediated by two conditions. Many other factors help shape 
complex human behavior, beyond adherence to spiritual values. Thus, peo¬ 
ple may still engage in religious practices for other reasons, including en¬ 
during habits acquired through early socialization, conformity to social 
traditions, and the desire to be part of community networks based on reli¬ 
gious organizations. Where religious organizations serve important social 
functions, such as networking, educational, and philanthropic roles, this 
can be expected to encourage membership in churches and other religious 
organizations, masking the fading strength of underlying religious values. 13 
Second, the translation of values into behaviors also depends on the broader 
societal and institutional context, notably whether religions have collective 
rituals of worship, how states regulate religious organizations, and whether 
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rights guaranteeing freedom of worship and freedom of expression are re¬ 
spected. For example, in countries with strict restrictions on certain ethno¬ 
religious minorities, this may repress the expression of collective religious 
practices. Under such conditions, we would expect to find a disjunction 
between religious values and belonging. The distinction between motiva¬ 
tional values and behavioral activities is commonplace in social psychology, 
but is often overlooked or under-emphasized in studies of the sociology 
of Christian religion that focus primarily on the frequency of churchgoing 
as the key dependent variable. Contrary to the religious markets school, 
we therefore assume that the “demand” for spirituality is far from fixed; 
instead, striking variations are evident in the weight that people attach to 
religion. Religious values are elastic, reflecting experience of basic living 
conditions and life-threatening hazards common in rich and poor nations. 

Responding to Our Critics 

Institutional Dimensions of Secularization 

Critics of our work have raised a number of questions about the meaning of 
secularization. When looking for evidence of this phenomenon, we focus 
primarily on the persistence or decline of religious values and practices. But 
many other forms of secularization can be identified in the literature; thus, 
Jose Casanova identifies three forms of secularization: (i) the differentiation 
of secular from religious institutions; (ii) the marginalization of religion to 
the private sphere; and (iii) the decline of religious beliefs and practices. 14 
To what these aspects are related is an empirical question. For example, the 
British House of Lords includes approximately two dozen senior bishops 
of the Church of England who continue to hold political office by virtue 
of their ecclesiastical role within the Established church. This residual tra¬ 
dition has persisted for centuries, together with the lands, properties, and 
endowments held by the Church of England, despite widespread evidence of 
the long-term erosion of mass membership, attendance at church services, 
and spiritual values in British society. 15 Contingent events, exemplified by 
the contemporary crisis in the Roman Catholic Church over child-abuse 
scandals, as well as the impact of historical legacies exogenous to our model, 
would play a major role in any comprehensive explanation of the contem¬ 
porary strength and vitality of religious organizations. In the long term, 
institutions founded on a shrinking mass base can be expected gradually 
to weaken, but the residual resources accumulated by the clergy over cen¬ 
turies can outlast diminished mass support. Similar processes are evident 
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in the loss of grassroots membership experienced by political parties, trade 
unions, and interest groups, which do not automatically diminish the role 
and power of these organizations at the elite level. There is no reason to 
expect that all dimensions of secularization will occur concurrently Our 
work focuses on mass orientations toward religion rather than the role of 
ecclesiastical institutions in social life. 

Transcendent Religions and Post-Christian Forms 
of Spirituality 

Some critics have argued that the secularization thesis doesn’t account for 
the popularity of “New Age” forms of spirituality. 16 In this connection, it 
is important to distinguish between transcendent religions (that believe in 
divine forces and a life after death) and varied forms of spirituality that make 
no such claims. 17 Transcendent religions acknowledge supernatural forces 
or otherworldly powers, and usually emphasize belief in the existence of 
an afterlife or reincarnation. Providing reassurance against life-threatening 
risks is particularly important for these forms of religion. A diverse range 
of post-Christian “New Age” alternative beliefs and practices has become 
popular in Western societies, promising spiritual or material improvement 
in this world, as exemplified by yoga, astrology, healing rituals, channeling, 
and self-awareness meditation. 18 Theoretically these diverse forms of spir¬ 
ituality may also serve to alleviate stress and anxiety arising from worldly 
suffering. 19 We suspect that similar orientations may lie behind both, al¬ 
though the available evidence does not make it possible to confirm whether 
motivations for transcendent religiosity and post-Christian forms of spiri¬ 
tuality are indeed similar. 

In this regard, we agree with Dan Silver, who argues that it would be 
useful to design questions that capture the difference between transcen¬ 
dent and non-transcendent forms of religion, and experience of informal 
activities and spiritual practices such as meditation groups, prayer retreats, 
and astrology. 20 Some limited evidence is available from the World Values 
Survey concerning how often people think “about the meaning of life,” but 
responses to this question could be interpreted as reflecting a spiritual or 
religious quest, or the pursuit of a more rational and analytical understand¬ 
ing of the world, reflecting scientific or philosophical thinking. Humanists, 
atheists, and agnostics can seek the meaning of life in scientific understand¬ 
ing without necessarily regarding this as spiritual or religious. Thus, among 
those who report in the WVS that they “often” think about the meaning 
of life, about one-quarter do not regard themselves as religious and half do 
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not see religion as very important. 21 More evidence needs to be collected 
to determine whether diverse non-transcendent forms of spiritual practices 
also reflect a response to risks and uncertainties, as we suspect. 

The Links between Existential Insecurity and 
Human Development 

Since publication of the first edition of Sacred and Secular, some critics have 
suggested that both the theoretical concept and the direct measurement 
of “existential security” need further clarification and development. 22 The 
notion of “existential insecurity,” while closely related to ideas of human 
development, is not strictly equivalent, as multiple risks and hazards con¬ 
tribute to the former. The clearest example comes from cases of industrial 
and postindustrial societies, such as former Yugoslavia and Israel-Palestine, 
which have well-educated populations with moderate or relatively high 
levels of income but are experiencing insecurities linked with deep-rooted 
civic conflict and ethnic violence. Most people living in societies with high 
levels of material wealth and extensive welfare services have escaped many 
of the life-threatening pressures associated with destitution, malnutrition, 
and disease that are common in the least developed parts of the world. Nev¬ 
ertheless, as Ulrich Beck points out, they may face new risks and hazards. 23 
Thus, nuclear power stations provide a steady supply of electricity, but also 
present risks, as the Chernobyl disaster illustrates. Even a society as tech¬ 
nologically sophisticated and rich as the United States is not immune from 
natural and man-made disasters such as climate change, Hurricane Katrina, 
the oil spill in the Gulf, and international terrorism. Consequently, mea¬ 
sures of objective security such as the UNDP’s Human Development Index 
only provide rough proxy measures of the extent to which people have an 
underlying sense of existential security. More direct measures would be 
highly desirable. 

Sacred and Secular presented a wide range of survey evidence, drawn in 
particular from the first four waves of the World Values Survey 1981-2001 
that were available at the time of publication. The analysis presented in 
earlier chapters of this book demonstrated that the importance of religios¬ 
ity persists most strongly among vulnerable populations, especially those 
living in poorer nations, facing personal survival-threatening risks. Thus, 
significant correlations consistently were found between objective macro¬ 
level indices of human development, societal modernization and economic 
inequality, and the strength of religious values and practices in any society 
(see, for example, Table 3.2). 
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Nevertheless, as critics have pointed out, the macro-level evidence in the 
original study demonstrating the relationship between existential security 
and religiosity was indirect. When the first edition of Sacred and Secular 
was written, we lacked direct cross-national survey evidence of perceived 
insecurity. Consequently, we relied heavily on objective developmental in¬ 
dicators of health and wealth, which are only indirect indicators of human 
security. 24 This left open the possibility that the growing individualism, and 
expanded cognitive skills linked with the spread of education, could provide 
an alternative explanation for the decline of religious values and practices 
observed in postindustrial societies. Even at the individual level, levels of in¬ 
come are only proxy measures for personal feelings of security; low-income 
households with close support networks from extended families and the 
local community may have informal means of coping with humanitarian 
catastrophes and personal risks that are unavailable to more affluent but 
isolated individuals. As the conclusion of the first edition of Sacred and Sec- 
ular acknowledged, psychological perceptions of risk and insecurity needed 
further analysis. 

The empirical challenges of operationalizing the concept of existential 
security remain difficult, however, especially for cross-national research. 
The notion of security is complex, relating to multiple forms of vulnerabil¬ 
ity, whether arising from extreme poverty, hunger, disease, armed conflict, 
criminal violence, environmental degradation, state repression, natural dis¬ 
asters, or many other causes. 25 The threats of extreme poverty, ill health, 
and malnourishment are most severe and widespread in the world’s poorest 
societies. This fact is measured by the UNDP’s Human Development Index 
(HDI), combining life expectancy, income, and educational attainment, 26 
but it may fail to capture exposure to societal risks arising from natural 
or man-made disasters, or the threat of terrorist violence. 27 Accordingly, 
we need new approaches to understand and measure the idea of existential 
security across diverse conditions and contexts, as developed further in the 
next chapter. 

On this basis, we therefore need to establish whether new evidence con¬ 
firms the earlier finding that, with rising levels of existential security, the 
publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies tend to move toward 
more secular orientations. The next chapter goes on to measure the con¬ 
cept of existential security with new data, and then we test the core propo¬ 
sitions to see whether our previous findings continue to survive unscathed, 
or whether they need amendment and revision, in the light of subsequent 
trends and fresh analysis. 
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Reexamining Evidence for the 
Security Thesis 


THE EVIDENCE AVAILABLE WHEN THE FIRST EDITION of Sacred and Secular 

was published (2004) was insufficient to address some important conceptual 
and empirical issues. This chapter responds to critics of the original study, 
in the light of additional evidence that is now available. The first part of 
the chapter examines new evidence and measures that have become avail¬ 
able since publication of the first edition, to test core claims arising from 
the theory. The next section focuses on claims of American “exceptional- 
ism,” which have often been cited as potentially refuting the secularization 
thesis. Finally, the chapter analyzes global trends over time. We conclude 
that the dynamics of secularization are more complex than either the sim¬ 
ple decline of religion that was proposed by some early sociologists or the 
universal resurgence of religion that has been suggested by many contem¬ 
porary commentators. Instead, as we will demonstrate, the new evidence 
lends further support to the thesis that rising existential security tends to 
bring declining emphasis on religion in postindustrial societies. This - 
combined with the resurgence of religion in many developing and ex- 
Communist countries - has led to the emergence of a growing religiosity gap 
worldwide. 
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New Evidence Confirming the Link between 
Existential Security and Religiosity 

The empirical analysis presented in the first edition of Sacred and Secu¬ 
lar demonstrated strong correlations between religiosity and national-level 
indicators of economic security. But the evidence then available did not 
establish a direct individual-level link between religiosity and measures of 
existential insecurity Consequently, one reviewer noted that: “Norris and 
Inglehart do not offer any evidence that the subjective experience of anxiety 
actually motivates religious values, relying instead on objective criteria of 
health and wealth.” 1 This is a perceptive criticism. What additional evi¬ 
dence would provide further confirmation of the relationship between ex¬ 
istential security and religiosity? Three sources are available. One arises 
from a literature review of the accumulating body of empirical research, 
published by other independent scholars in social psychology, healthcare, 
sociology, economics, and welfare studies. The results, drawing on different 
analytical techniques, methods, and variables, generally strengthen confi¬ 
dence in the security thesis. Other direct evidence comes from a new Lived 
Poverty Index, a measure of experiential security, constructed from the 2007 
Gallup World Poll. Last, we also analyze adherence to security values, in¬ 
cluded the 2005-2007 fifth wave of the World Values Survey. Comparing 
the results from many independent studies strengthens the robustness of 
the findings, and also expands their generalizability in even more countries. 

Review of Previous Studies in the Social Science Literature 

A review of the literature shows that much social psychological research 
generally supports the idea that religiosity helps individuals cope with anx¬ 
iety arising from uncontrollable life events, such as those caused by ex¬ 
perience of a major health crisis. Thus, a comprehensive review of the 
scientific literature investigating to what extent religion provided an effec¬ 
tive coping mechanism for life stresses, based on evidence from survey or 
experimental methods, found that three-quarters of all such studies con¬ 
firmed a relationship. 2 Similarly, another meta-analysis of almost fifty pub¬ 
lished studies concluded that people often turn to religion when coping with 
stressful events, such as severe ill health and death, and this strategy is gener¬ 
ally effective in reducing anxiety and improving psychological well-being. 3 
But the evidence covers a limited scope: the bulk of these social psychologi¬ 
cal studies examined religiosity in the United States and the predominantly 
Roman Catholic and Protestant communities in Western Europe, without 
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examining the full range of societies and religions. This matters because 
the effects of religion on well-being may prove contextual; for example, 
its effect on bitterly divided religious communities in countries emerging 
from deep-rooted conflict might exacerbate rather than alleviate anxiety and 
stress. 4 The effects of religion on psychological well-being could also vary 
by type of faith.5 Further systematic cross-national evidence is therefore 
needed to determine whether generalizations about the effects of religios¬ 
ity on psychological well-being hold across diverse types of societies and 
religions. 

Comparative studies have reported findings that support the existential 
security theory advanced in Sacred and Secular. Hence, Stign Ruiter and 
Frank van Tubergen used multilevel analysis to examine contextual and in¬ 
dividual factors contributing to religious attendance in sixty countries. The 
study concluded that religious attendance is strongly affected by personal 
and societal insecurities. In particular, financial insecurities at the individ¬ 
ual level (measured by household income and unemployment status) boost 
religious attendance. 6 Moreover, Ruiter and Tubergen also found that both 
rich and poor people were far more likely to attend religious meetings if they 
lived in societies with marked income inequalities (measured by the GINI 
coefficient) and in those with lower per capita levels of welfare spending 
(measured as a percentage of GDP). A more modest effect is also produced 
by growing up in times of war. “In summary, the results of our study suggest 
that personal and societal insecurities play a critical role in explaining cross¬ 
national variation in religious attendance.” 7 Another study, by Anthony Gill 
and Erik Lundsgaarde, examined the macro-level link between welfare state 
spending and religious attendance in almost two dozen nations. The results 
also confirmed the existence of a strong negative relationship, with higher 
welfare being linked to lower church attendance, even after controlling for 
per capita GDP. 8 Gill and Lundsgaarde concluded that the most secure 
European welfare states with well-developed social safety nets, exemplified 
by Scandinavian societies, tend to have the emptiest churches. 

Recent years have also seen a resurgence of interest in understanding the 
individual-level links between values and religiosity. Shalom Schwartz and 
S. Huismans examined values in four Western societies, reporting that those 
who are more committed to religion attribute relatively high importance 
to avoiding uncertainty and risk. 9 In particular, religiosity was found to 
be positively linked with values that emphasize transcendence, social order, 
and protection against uncertainty - and negatively with values that empha¬ 
size self-indulgence and favor intellectual or emotional openness to change. 
The Schwartz and Huismans article generated many similar studies by other 
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scholars seeking to replicate the findings among several religious subpopu¬ 
lations. The results from a meta-analysis of the relationship between values 
and religiosity in fifteen countries were summarized by Vassilis Saroglu, 
Vanessa Delpierre, and Rebecca Dernelle, who concluded that religious 
people tend to favor values that promote conservation of social and indi¬ 
vidual order (including tradition, conformity, and security) and, conversely, 
to dislike values that promote openness to change and autonomy. 10 Many 
effects were constant across different religious denominations (Christians, 
Jews, and Muslims) and cultures, but the magnitude of the effects depended 
on the socioeconomic development of the countries concerned. Empirical 
analysis by another scholar finds strong evidence in support of our the¬ 
sis: Zuckerman tested the hypothesis that religious belief would decline in 
economically developed countries with high levels of existential security, 
including income security (income equality and redistribution via welfare 
states) and various health indicators. Regression analyses of data from 137 
countries that controlled for the effects of communism and Islamic religion 
indicated that religious belief declines as existential security increases, as 
predicted by our thesis. 

Experiential Security: The Lived Poverty Index 

In addition to the literature, we can also analyze new data that only became 
available after the first edition of Sacred and Secular was published. The 
2007 Gallup World Poll (GWP) provides data on living standards, social 
deprivation, exposure to societal risks, and religiosity among the publics 
living in 132 societies worldwide. 11 The GWP survey is conducted using 
probability-based nationally representative samples of at least 1000 adult 
respondents in each country, using a standard set of core questions. The 
total sample included 142,671 respondents. In developing societies, Gallup 
use face-to-face interviews, and they employ telephone interviews in coun¬ 
tries where telephone coverage reaches 80% of the population. Two items 
contained in the Gallup World Poll are particularly useful to measure reli¬ 
giosity. Hence, religious values are monitored by: “Is religion an important 
part of your daily life?” (measured as a dichotomous “yes/no” response). Since 
this does not refer to any specific concept, meaning, or definition of “reli¬ 
gion,” or to any particular practices and beliefs, this item is the most suitable 
for cross-faith comparisons. In addition, religious practices are monitored 
by Gallup: “Have you attended a place of worship or religious service within the 
last seven days?” (also measured as a dichotomous “yes/no” response). This 
is the conventional measure of religious participation used in studies of 
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religions involving communal forms of worship in churches, temples, syn¬ 
agogues, and mosques, although it is less useful when comparing types of 
faith that do not follow these collective practices, such as Confucian and 
Shinto religions. 

One way to operationalize the experience of insecurity is by monitoring 
vulnerability to multiple risks and forms of social deprivation. Since cash 
income is only a poor proxy, especially in subsistence economies, the Afro- 
Barometer pioneered the use of a Lived Poverty scale, which measures the 
extent to which people have been forced to go without basic necessities dur¬ 
ing the past year. 12 To construct a similar objective scale, the Gallup World 
Poll contains eight items that ask respondents to report to what extent they 
had enough money to buy food or shelter in the previous year, how well they 
are satisfied with their standard of living and state of health, whether their 
home has basic facilities such as running water, electricity, and a landline 
telephone, and whether they have experienced health problems. 13 These 
multidimensional items were summed and proved to form a consistent scale 
of Lived Poverty (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.70), demonstrating a high level of 
internal consistency. The index is also strongly correlated at macro-level 
with both per capita GDP (in PPP) (Pearson R = 0.884, P = .000, N = 
120) and the UNDP Human Development Index (R = 0.673, P = .000, 
N = 123), suggesting high levels of external validity. 

The scatter plots presented in Figures 12.1 and 12.2 illustrate the macro¬ 
level relationship between the Lived Poverty Index and the distribution of 
religious values and practices across the 128 nations where complete data 
is available, without any prior controls. The results confirm that the Lived 
Poverty Index was indeed strongly correlated with religious values (R = 
0.541, P = .000, N = 128); hence, some of the poorest developing societies 
in Africa, such as Chad, Rwanda, and Mali, gave the highest priority to reli¬ 
gious values. By contrast, some of the most affluent postindustrial societies 
in the world, led by Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Britain, showed the 
most secular values. But it was not only West European and Scandinavian 
societies that fell into this category, as some critics of the secularization the¬ 
sis have claimed. Australia, New Zealand, and Canada also showed strongly 
secular values, as did many of the relatively prosperous Asian societies such 
as Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea. Many post-Communist states with 
relatively high levels of lived poverty were also located in this secular quad¬ 
rant. Similarly, many moderate-income countries with low levels of lived 
poverty are also highly religious in their values, notably the oil-rich Gulf 
States and other predominantly Muslim countries such as Lebanon and 
Algeria. 


258 


CONCLUSIONS 


Religion 

• Roman Catholic + Muslim 

■ Protestant 0 Hindu 

x Orthodox O Eastern 

A Jewish * Other 

R 2 Cubic = 0.32 



Figure 12.1. Lived Poverty and Religious Values. Note: Religious values: “Is 
religion an important part of your daily life1” Source: Gallup World Poll 2007. 


The comparison with religious practices, illustrated in Figure 12 . 2 , 
shows a similar and almost equally strong relationship; thus, without any 
controls, the Lived Poverty Index proved to be a significant predictor of 
participation in religious services (R = .497, P = .000, N = 127). Again, 
the least developed nations, such as Chad, Uganda, Togo, and Rwanda, 
clustered together in the top right-hand quadrant, contain the poorest 
and most religious countries. By contrast, affluent Scandinavian and West 
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Figure 12.2. Lived Poverty and Religious Practices. Note: Religious participa¬ 
tion: “Have you attended a place of worship or religious service within the last 
seven days?” Source: Gallup World Poll 2007. 


European Protestant societies reported the lowest church attendance, along 
with Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. The United States is generally 
viewed as a deviant case, in that it is a rich country with higher church atten¬ 
dance than other affluent societies. But in a broader comparative perspective 
provided here, U.S. levels of religious participation are much closer to those 
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Figure 12.3. Lived Poverty, Religious Values, and Participation. Note: Religious 
participation: “Have you attended a place of worship or religious service within 
the last seven days?” Religious values: “Is religion an important part of your 
daily life?" Source: Gallup World Poll 2007. 


found in Italy, Switzerland, and Portugal than to many other countries with 
low levels of economic development. 

Another way to examine the Gallup data is to consider how both religious 
values and practices rise steadily across the Lived Poverty Index, as shown 
in Figure n.3, where the trends show a remarkably uniform pattern. To 
make sense of these patterns, they suggest that roughly nine out of ten peo¬ 
ple worldwide who lack the most basic necessities of life report that religion 
is an important part of their daily lives, but this proportion drops to just six 
out of ten people who have these basic needs met. Similar disparities can 
be observed for at least weekly religious participation, although behavioral 
indicators are always lower than the expression of religious values. 
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Yet any correlations could always prove spurious. To subject these de¬ 
scriptive observations to more rigorous individual-level analysis, we can 
use binary logistic regression models where the Lived Poverty Index is 
regressed on both religious values and practices (coded o/1), controlling 
parsimoniously for some of the most common demographic characteris¬ 
tics that have commonly been found to predict religiosity, namely age and 
gender. It is well established that women usually tend to be more reli¬ 
gious, as do more elderly populations. Further controls for macro-level 
economic development (per capita GDP or HDI) and micro-level socioe¬ 
conomic status were considered but rejected for inclusion due to issues 
of multi-collinearity, since the aggregate factors and individual-level mea¬ 
sures of education and income were strongly correlated with the Lived 
Poverty Index. The models were run for 120 countries where data were 
available in the Gallup World Poll, as well as for the U.S. sample, to see 
whether similar patterns held, as predicted, in the American case as well. 
The results of the analysis of the pooled model covering all countries con¬ 
firmed the expected gender effects, where women proved more religious 
than men (although the effect on churchgoing in the U.S. case remained 
statistically insignificant). We see the gender gap as a natural extension of 
the security thesis, since women tend to be disproportionately vulnerable 
to problems of poverty arising from childcare, old age, and lower wages, 
as well as other security threats arising for victims from violence. The age 
profile in the pooled model for all countries proved more unexpected, with 
older generations in America more religious by both indicators, although 
younger populations are more religious in the pooled model covering all 
120 nations. After controlling for these demographic characteristics, the 
results in Table 12.1 demonstrate that the Lived Poverty Index remained 
strong and statistically significant as a predictor of religious values and prac¬ 
tices, in the pooled model for all countries, as well as in just the American 
sample. 

In this respect, the United States is not an outlier. Figure 12.4 shows the 
descriptive relationship in this specific case, where the most deprived seg¬ 
ments of American society (lacking many essentials on the Lived Poverty 
Index) display both the strongest religious values and practices. As also 
predicted, the effects of the experience of lived poverty were greater on 
religious values than on religious practices: many other factors, such as 
social affiliation and social networking, contribute to church attendance 
or participation in services at mosques or temples. But the linkage be¬ 
tween existential security and religious values is relatively strong and con¬ 
sistent. Far from being an anomaly, the existential security thesis applies 
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Table 12.1. Individual-Level Models Predicting Religious Values and Practices 



All Nations 

U.S. Only 


Religious 

Values 

(i) 

Religious 

Practices 

(U) 

Religious 

Values 

(0 

Religious 

Practices 

(U) 

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 
Demographic controls 

Age (in years) 

-.005*** 

-.002*** 

.013*** 

.008* 


(.000) 

(.003) 

(.003) 

(.003) 

Sex (male = 1) 

-.308*** 

-.037*** 

-.561*** 

-.115 


(.013) 

(.012) 

(.120) 

(.118) 

Socioeconomic resources 

Lived Poverty 8-pt. Index 

.272*** 

.146*** 

.129* 

.114* 


(.004) 

(.001) 

(.014) 

(.059) 

Constant (intercept) 

.708 

.362 

.115 

.663 

Nagelkerke R 2 

.078 

.028 

.048 

.011 

N. respondents 

121,658 

120,394 

1,198 

1,203 

N. nations 

120 

120 

1 

1 

Percentage correctly predicted 

71.2 

57.3 

59.2 

59.4 


Note: Individual-level models use binary logistic regression analysis predicting religious 
values and practices, including the beta coefficient (the standard error below in 
parenthesis), and the significance. P .05=*, .01=**, .001=***. Significant coefficients are 
highlighted in bold, (i) Religious values: “Is religion an important part of your daily life?” 
(ii) Religious participation: “Have you attended a place of worship or religious service 
within the last seven days?” 

Source: Gallup World Poll 2007. 


to the United States as well as to most other societies. Hence, among the 
poorest segments of American society, almost everyone reports that reli¬ 
gion is important to their lives, but among the most affluent segment, only 
six out of ten do so. Churchgoing is less strongly linked with existential se¬ 
curity, but nevertheless the poorest group of Americans, as measured by the 
Lived Poverty Index, are also the most likely to attend religious services. 
Branko Milanovic demonstrates that the United States has a remarkably 
skewed income distribution compared with most OECD countries. These 
sharp inequalities in American society help to explain its relatively high 
religiosity. 14 Household income inequality, representing disposable income 
after taxes and transfers, is measured by the GINI coefficient, ranging from 
o (the most equal) to i.o (the most unequal). 15 In the mid-iooos, for exam¬ 
ple, the OECD estimates that after taking account of taxes and transfers, 
the United States had a GINI coefficient of 0.38 (and 0.35 in both Italy and 
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of R's daily life 

— R attends religious service 
at least weekly 



.00 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 

Low «Gallup Lived Poverty Index » High 

Figure 12.4. Lived Poverty, Religious Values, and Participation, United States 
Only. Note: U.S. sample only. Religious participation: “Have you attended a place 
of worship or religious service within the last seven days?" Religious values: “Is 
religion an important part of your daily life?” Source: Gallup World Poll 2007. 


Ireland) compared with 0.23 for secular Sweden and Denmark, 0.27 for the 
Netherlands, and 0.28 for France. 16 

It could be suggested that the patterns observed so far might apply only 
to Catholic and Protestant societies, and not to other religions. 17 But, 
as Figure 12.5 indicates, the Lived Poverty Index predicts religious val¬ 
ues across nearly all religions, including Muslims as well as Catholics, Bud¬ 
dhists, and Confucian/Taoists, as well as Protestants and those of Orthodox 
faith. Across many comparisons, using data from both the Gallup World 
Poll survey and the World Values Survey - and across scores of nations 
and many types of faith, the findings are consistent and robust. The most 
vulnerable populations in the world - those who lack the basic necessities 
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□ Low lived poverty 
High lived poverty 



Figure 12.5. Lived Poverty and Religious Values by Type of Faith. Note: Reli¬ 
gious values: “Is religion an important part of your daily life?” Type of religion 
is defined in the survey by the individual respondent. Source: Gallup World Poll 
2007. 


of life such as food, running water, and electricity - are far more likely than 
others to feel that religion is important in their lives and to participate more 
often in religious practices. 

Religious and Security Values 

It might still be argued that “lived poverty,” while providing a more direct 
measure of human vulnerability and insecurity than simple measures of 
cash income or wealth, still does not directly capture people’s subjective 
orientations toward existential threats. Do people believe that they live in a 
predictable and safe environment, or do they feel that survival is uncertain? 
Direct evidence of people’s perceptions of the importance of security is 
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Figure 12.6. Feelings of Existential Security and Religious Values. Note: “Now 
I will briefly describe some people. Using this card, would you please indicate for 
each description whether that person is very much like you, like you, somewhat 
like you, not like you, or not at all like you? V82: Living in secure surroundings is 
important to this person; to avoid anything that might be dangerous. ” Religious 
values: “How important is God in your life? Please use this scale to indicate. 
10 means “very important” and 1 means “not at all important.” Source: World 
Values Survey 2005-2007. 

available from survey items monitoring security and risk values. Updating 
our previous analysis, we can now draw on the fifth wave of the World Values 
Survey, covering fifty-five countries, which was conducted in 2005-2007. 18 
The survey included a question about emphasis on security as part of the 
Schwartz value scales. 19 WVS respondents were asked: “Now I will briefly 
describe some people. Using this card, would you please indicate for each description 
whether that person is very much like you, like you, somewhat like you, not like 
you, or not at all like you?... V82: Living in secure surroundings is important to 
this person; to avoid anything that might be dangerous. ” 

The results from the fifty-five nations included in the fifth wave of the 
WVS are presented visually in Figure r2.6. They show the remarkably 
linear relationship: religious values (monitored by the ro-point importance 
of God scale) rise sharply with emphasis on security; those who give the 
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highest priority to living in secure surroundings and avoiding danger view 
religion as most important in their lives. Conversely, those who feel that 
security is unimportant are the least likely to see religion as important in 
their lives. 

This relationship could be spurious if it simply reflects the fact that both 
religiosity and emphasis on security are strongly correlated with some other 
characteristic. For example, women tend to be more religious than men, 
and older groups are more religious than younger people, and both groups 
could quite plausibly also feel more vulnerable to threats. To control for 
such factors, multilevel models were run predicting the impact of security 
values both on religious values and practices, controlling for the macro-level 
UNDP Human Development Index, as well as the standard social variables 
that are commonly associated with religiosity (age, sex, income, education, 
and work status). The data were available for forty-four societies in the fifth 
wave of the WVS. Multilevel models are a useful technique to deal with 
both macro- and individual-level data. As is common in multilevel modeling 
techniques, all independent variables were first standardized around the 
mean (Z-scores), which also means that the relative strength of the estimated 
coefficients can be compared with each other. Similar models were run 
separately for the United States using OLS regression analysis. 

The results presented in Table 12.2 confirm that in the pooled models 
for all countries, even after including all these controls, the emphasis on 
security values was strongly linked with religious values; individuals who 
thought that it was important to live in secure surroundings and avoid risks 
were far more likely than others to feel that religion was also significant to 
their lives. Moreover, at the macro-level, the Human Development Index 
was a very strong and significant predictor of religiosity, with higher levels of 
human development predicting more secular values. The control variables 
all behaved as expected, so that the elderly, women, lower-educated, and 
lower-income groups, and those not in the paid work force, all placed more 
emphasis on religion, controlling for other factors. Similar patterns can be 
observed in the pooled sample for the effects of security values and hu¬ 
man development on religious practices, although security values are weaker 
predictors of this behavior than of values, while the effects of education 
become insignificant, and the income variable reverses. 


American or European Exceptionalism? 

If we focus only on the case of the United States, however, security val¬ 
ues prove strong and significant predictors of both religious values and 
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Table 12.2. Models Predicting Religious Values and Practices 

All Nations U.S. Only 

Religious Religious Religious Religious 
Values Practices Values Practices 

(i) (n) (V (u) 


INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 
Demographic controls 


Age (in years) 

.249*** 

.218*** 

.295*** 

.224*** 


(.010) 

(.007) 

(.047) 

(.040) 

Sex (male =1) 

.252*** 

.156*** 

.298*** 

.216*** 


(.009) 

(.007) 

(.048) 

(.042) 

Income 

-.080*** 

.029*** 

-.136** 

.048 


.010 

(.007) 

(.051) 

(.044) 

Education 

-.031** 

.004 

-.176** 

.168*** 


(.011) 

(.008) 

(.056) 

(.048) 

Work status 

-.079*** 

-.027** 

.025 

.011 


(.010) 

(.007) 

(.054) 

(.046) 

Values 





Importance of living securely 

.239*** 

.043*** 

.372*** 

.142*** 


(.010) 

(.007) 

(.046) 

(.040) 

MACRO-LEVEL 





Human Development Index, 2005 

-.938*** 

-.827*** 




(.191) 

(.135) 



Constant (intercept) 

7.15 

3.59 

8.37 

4.25 

Schwartz BIC 

278,024 

238,376 



Adjusted R 2 



.08 

.038 

N. respondents 

61,396 

61,404 

2,675 

2,696 

N. nations 

44 

44 

1 

1 


Note: The “all nations” models use REML multilevel regression analysis, suitable for 
hierarchical data, including the beta coefficient (the standard error below in parenthesis), 
and the significance. The U.S. models use OLS regression analysis, suitable for individual- 
level data, including the unstandardized beta coefficients. All independent variables were 
standardized using mean centering (z-scores). P .05=*, .01=**, .001=***. Significant 
coefficients are highlighted in bold. The dependent variables are (i) Religious values: 
The 10-point "importance of God” scale; (ii) Religious practices: Frequency of attending 
religious services scale. 

Source: World Values Survey 2005-2007. 


practices, as shown in Table 12.2. In other regards, religions values in Amer¬ 
ica are strongest among the older generation, women, the less well-off, 
and less educated, just as we have observed in other societies. In terms 
of religious practices, American churchgoing is also most frequent among 
the older population and women. The effects of income become insignifi¬ 
cant, however, and the impact of education actually reverses in the United 
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States: it is the more educated who attend church most frequently. It therefore ap¬ 
pears that the typical socioeconomic profile of churchgoing is indeed some¬ 
what distinctive in the United States when compared with other wealthy 
countries. 

Religion in America therefore deserves further scrutiny, updating the 
trends from the General Social Survey presented in Chapter 4, to see 
whether this society is, indeed, exceptional compared with similar postin¬ 
dustrial societies or whether it can also be explained, as we suggest, by 
existential security. 

Scholars continue to debate the reasons for the growing transatlantic 
rift dividing secular Western Europe from churchgoing Americans, with 
many focusing on the role of religious pluralism in the United States ver¬ 
sus the predominance of the established church in Europe. 20 Observers 
also point out that steadily diminishing congregations in Western Europe 
contrasted with American trends, at least until the early 1990s. 21 The the¬ 
ory of existential security is probabilistic, seeking to explain cross-national 
patterns and to predict long-term trajectories of societal value change, al¬ 
though inevitably there are both leaders and laggards in any social processes. 
Nevertheless, we do not believe that trends in churchgoing in the United 
States are an anomaly; instead, although starting at a relatively high level, 
American church attendance appears to be following downward trends that 
occurred decades earlier in most of Western Europe. 

In Chapter 4 in the first edition of this book we concluded, somewhat 
cautiously, that “there are some indicators that secular tendencies may have 
strengthened in America, at least during the last decade, which may bring 
the United States slightly closer to public opinion in Western Europe.” 
Since then we have additional annual observations, by updating the analysis 
of trends in the General Social Survey from 1972 to 2008, that increase 
confidence in identifying these developments. In terms of regular patterns 
of church attendance, Figure 12.7 confirms the 10-point decline that has 
occurred in regular weekly church attendance in the United States during 
the last quarter century, down to roughly one-quarter of the American 
population. By contrast, the proportion of Americans reporting that they 
never attended religious services more than doubled, during these years, 
to about one-fifth of the population. There are some trendless fluctuations 
for both series each year, but the smoothed linear trend lines clearly reveal 
the underlying long-term pattern. If the trend lines are extrapolated into 
the future, the estimates suggest that by 2020 they will cross, so that more 
Americans will never attend religious services than will attend on a weekly 
basis. 
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-Never -Weekly or more -Linear (Never) -Linear (Weekly or more) 

Figure 12.7. Updating Trends in Religious Participation in the United States, 
1972-2008. Note: Q: “How often do you attend religions services?” Never/At 
least once a week or more often. Source: U.S. General Social Survey 1972-2008 
N. 52,510. 


As with all measures of religious practices, however, there are questions 
about the reliability of any estimates, if there is a social desirability bias ex¬ 
aggerating positive responses in American society. It is therefore important 
to compare the trends using alternative measures. Accordingly, Figure 12.8 
shows responses when Americans are asked by the GSS to specify their reli¬ 
gious preference or identities. As observed in Chapter 4, the main changes 
in the United States involve the declining proportion of Protestants and the 
rising proportion who say that they have no religious identity. Responses 
during recent years maintain, or even slightly accelerate, the proportion of 
non-believers in the American population. 

Among wealthy societies, therefore, the United States does display 
higher than average levels of religious values and practices, yet this pat¬ 
tern should not be exaggerated; even stronger strong religious values can 
be observed in Italy and Ireland. Many have sought to explain contrasts 
between the United States and Western Europe by factors such as the sep¬ 
aration of church and state, patterns of pluralist competition, the roots of 
Enlightenment thinking, the church mobilization of social class, and the 
role of immigration. 22 The security thesis presented here, however, sug¬ 
gests that neither the United States nor Western Europe is an anomaly that 
requires special explanation. Instead, what drives religious values, we be¬ 
lieve, concerns levels of societal vulnerability, insecurity, and risk. In turn, 
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-PROTESTANT-CATHOLIC-NONE -Linear (PROTESTANT)-Linear (NONE) 

Figure 12.8. Updating Trends in Religious Identities in the United States, 1972- 
2008. Note: “What is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, 
some other religion, or no religion?” The graph excludes religious identities ad¬ 
hered to by less than 3% of Americans. Source: U.S. General Social Survey 
1972-2008 N. 52,480. 


existential security depends not simply on levels of national economic re¬ 
sources, but also their distribution, and the United States has relatively high 
levels of economic inequality. The growth of the welfare state in industri¬ 
alized nations insures large segments of the public against the worst risks 
of ill health and old age, penury and destitution, while private insurance 
schemes, the work of non-profit charitable foundations, and access to fi¬ 
nancial resources have transformed security in postindustrial nations, and 
also reduced the vital role of religion in people’s lives. Even relatively afflu¬ 
ent nations have multiple pockets of long-term poverty and economic in¬ 
equality. Populations typically most at risk in industrialized nations, capable 
of falling through the welfare safety net, include the elderly and children, 
single-parent female-headed households, the long-term disabled, home¬ 
less, and unemployed, and ethnic minorities. Cross-national patterns of 
welfare spending are significantly linked with religiosity. 23 We conclude 
that feelings of vulnerability are an important factor driving religiosity, 
even in wealthy nations. Thus, even in American society, religious values 
are strongest among the least secure sectors. 

American Grace 

An important recent book by Robert Putnam and David Campbell examines 
the role ofreligion in the United States. 24 Elegantly written and insightfully 
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Table 12.3. Religiosity and Income and Education in the United States and 
Western Europe 



United States 

Western Europe 


Income 

Education 

Income 

Education 

Religious values: 

Importance of God (10-pt. scale) 

-.106** 

-.098** 

-.086** 

-.080** 

Religious practices: 

Frequency of attending religious services 

.037** 

.055** 

-.048** 

-.024** 


Note: Pearson correlation coefficients without any prior controls. ** Correlation is 
significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Source: World Values Survey 2005-2007. 


analyzed, it emphasizes the enduring importance of ethnic identity, arguing 
that in the United States today, ethnic distinctiveness swamps any socioe¬ 
conomic differences, and these ethnic differences can be traced deep into 
history. One reason for America’s relatively high level of religiosity, they 
argue, is that the United States is an immigrant nation, and the process of 
immigration reinforces religious identification, as people cling to familiar 
institutions in a strange land. Putnam and Campbell emphasize a very dif¬ 
ferent set of factors from those emphasized in this book. Indeed, at first 
glance, their findings seem to contradict those presented here: far from 
finding a linkage between economic insecurity and religiosity, they find 
that when one controls for race, both among blacks and among whites, the 
upper strata are more religious than the less privileged. 

The rise of evangelicalism in the 1970s and 1980s was concentrated among the 
middle and upper-middle classes ... over the last several decades, the religious 
ties of have-nots in America, especially men, seem to be weakening. This is 
clearly contrary to any idea that religion is nowadays providing solace to 
the disinherited and dispossessed, or that higher education subverts religion. 
Religion is increasingly the “opiate of the affluent,” while secularization seems 
to be proceeding more rapidly among less educated Americans. (Putnam and 
Campbell, 2010) 

But the apparent contradiction between their findings and ours largely 
disappears on closer examination. These contrasts are heavily influenced by 
how religiosity is measure d. Table 12.3 demonstrates this point, showing the 
simple correlations among income, education, and two different indicators 
of religiosity, in both the United States and Western Europe. 

When we compare religious values, measured by the importance of God 
scale, we find a consistent pattern in both the United States and Western 
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Figure 12.9. Religious Values by Education, Postindustrial Societies. Note: Re¬ 
ligious values: Mean score on the “Importance of God” 10-point scale. Source: 
World Values Survey 2005-2007. 


Europe; the less educated and lower income strata give significantly greater 
priority to religion. Figure n.9 illustrates the consistency of the educa¬ 
tion gap among wealthy nations, broken down by country; the disparity is 
clearly displayed in Australia, Canada, France, Spain, Switzerland, thus in 
both predominantly Protestant and Catholic societies, in Anglo-American 
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nations as well as in West European, as well as in relatively religious and 
relatively secular societies. The United States demonstrates a modest edu¬ 
cation gap as well, which is significant, as observed in the multilevel models 
in Table 12.2 with multiple controls. The relationship among income, ed¬ 
ucation, and religious values thus fits the existential security hypothesis - 
both in the United States and in Western Europe. 

But contrasting patterns can be observed in the socioeconomic profile of 
regular churchgoers in America. Hence, both higher income and education 
are linked with significantly more frequent attendance at religious services 
in the United States and with less frequent churchgoing in most Western 
European nations. Thus, the modest correlations among income, educa¬ 
tion, and church attendance in Table 12.3 are positive in the United States 
but negative in Western Europe. In the full multilevel regression model, in 
Table 12.2, higher education significantly predicts greater religious prac¬ 
tices in the United States, although the income variable drops out as in¬ 
significant. The World Values Survey (WVS) data therefore tell a story 
similar to Putnam and Campbell’s data: in America , the well-educated attend 
church more frequently than the less privileged. For comparison, Figure 12. 10 il¬ 
lustrates the educational profile of regular congregations in sixteen wealthy 
societies where data are available from the fifth wave of the WVS, show¬ 
ing somewhat diverse patterns, some linear and some curvilinear. In Italy, 
for example, churchgoing is more common among less-educated Catholics. 
Similar linear trends can be observed in Canada, Cyprus, the Netherlands, 
and Switzerland. By contrast, in Britain, the well-educated are most likely to 
fill church pews. These diverse patterns across relatively similar postindus¬ 
trial societies can probably be explained best by institutional factors, notably 
the historical evolution of organized religion. In Britain, for example, for 
centuries, the social cleavages of occupational class, nation, gender, and age 
have distinguished the social profile of congregations; the Church of Eng¬ 
land has typically attracted more affluent churchgoers living in the Home 
Counties, with links to the Conservative Party, such that in the past it was 
often seen as the Tory Party at prayer. By contrast to the Anglicans, disestab¬ 
lishment churches such as the Methodists were founded in the seventeenth 
century among nonconformists to mobilize working-class populations, es¬ 
pecially in urban areas and in the Celtic regions, and the Methodist Church 
has maintained strong connections with trade unions, progressive philan¬ 
thropists, and reformist groups. In a path-dependent manner, long-standing 
organizational links continue to leave a mark, imprinting the typical social 
and demographic profile of contemporary congregations, in Britain and 
elsewhere. 
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Figure 12.10. Religious Practices by Education. Note: Religious practices: The 
mean proportion attending a religious service at least weekly. Source: World 
Values Survey 2005-2007. 


Grace Davie has emphasized that Western Europe is characterized as 
“believing without belonging.” 25 But the distinction between attitudes and 
behaviors is actually a far broader and deeper phenomenon, and it can work 
in reverse, where social pressures encourage attendance at religious services, 
as part of belonging to any local community, without necessarily reflecting 
deeply held religious beliefs and values. A recent study by Olav Aarts and 
colleagues found that, compared with a dozen West European societies, 
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the individual-level correlation between believing and belonging was con¬ 
sistently far weaker in the United States. 26 This suggests that American 
churchgoers are less likely to adhere to common Christian beliefs, such as 
those about God, Heaven, and Hell, than their European counterparts. 

Nevertheless, as we have suggested, the link between socioeconomic 
status and religiosity depends on which indicator is selected. With church 
attendance, social contacts and networking play a major role - but this form 
of behavior does not necessarily reflect a strong underlying attachment to 
religion. In both the United States and Western Europe, the less educated 
and the lower income groups are significantly more likely to say that God is 
important in their lives than are the richer and more educated. If one’s crite¬ 
rion is how important religion is in one’s life, the lower socioeconomic strata 
are more religious than the upper strata, even in the United States. Putnam 
and Campbell are perfectly correct, therefore, in regarding church atten¬ 
dance and membership in religious organizations as strongly influenced by 
needs for affiliation and social networking - and in the United States these 
factors even outweigh the impact of existential security in predicting church 
attendance. Nevertheless, it could be argued that church membership is a 
relatively shallow measure of religiosity - precisely because it can reflect 
social networking rather than any deep need or commitment to religion. 
But if we measure religiosity by how important religion is in one’s life, re¬ 
flecting the concept of values, then we find that the less secure strata are 
more religious than the upper socioeconomic groups - in the United States 
as well as elsewhere. Contrary to some scholars’ claim that Western Europe 
is the exception, high levels of existential security seem conducive to secu¬ 
lar values in high-income countries in Western Europe, Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, and Japan. 

Putnam and Campbell also emphasize that race is by far the strongest 
predictor of religiosity in the United States - with African Americans far 
more religious than the rest of the population. Why? Answers lead back to 
our basic hypothesis. Clearly, poverty does not cause race (although it could 
plausibly heighten awareness of ethnic identities). But existential insecurity 
has, for centuries, profoundly shaped what it means to be a racial minority 
in America. Starting with the fact that a high proportion of slaves died en 
route to the New World and continuing to the present time, the average 
African American has had lower income, more exposure to crime, lower 
social status, less self-esteem, and a shorter life expectancy than the average 
white person. As a result, the fact of being black is more closely linked 
with existential insecurity than anything tapped by contemporary education 
or income, so simply controlling for income or education does not erase 
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the racial differences in religiosity. These differences have become part of 
African American culture. Until very recently, virtually all blacks lived apart 
in an isolated subculture with its own characteristics. This subculture (like 
that of other ethnic groups in America) is deep-rooted and has endured over 
long periods of time, as Putnam and Campbell argue convincingly. One of 
the characteristics of African American subculture in the United States is a 
strong emphasis on religion - as the existential insecurity hypothesis would 
predict. Today, upper-status blacks have higher rates of church attendance 
than lower-status blacks - but the meaning of race in America has been 
shaped by historically low levels of existential security. 

We can conclude that Putnam and Campbell’s conclusions and our own 
complement each other. They emphasize the importance of networking for 
religious practices in the United States, clearly a significant factor to which 
we have given relatively little attention. Our own work emphasizes the 
importance for values of a sense of existential security - a factor that is much 
less evident within any given country than in cross-national perspective, 
since the economic differences within countries tend to be much smaller 
than those between nations. For example, within the United States, the 
mean annual income in the richest state is about twice as large as that in 
the poorest state. Across the countries covered by the WVS, the mean per 
capita GDI of the richest country is more than one hundred times as large 
as that of the poorest country. 


A Global Resurgence of Religious Values? 

Last, what are the trends over time elsewhere in the world? Early versions of 
modernization theory, from Marx to Weber, held that religious beliefs were 
dying out and would disappear with the spread of education and scientific 
knowledge. More recently, it has become apparent that religion continues 
to play a prominent role, leading to claims of a “Global Resurgence of 
Religion.” 27 The truth lies between these two extremes. When examined 
in the global longitudinal perspective provided by the World Values Survey, 
it becomes evident that religion has indeed become more importantin many 
countries - but it has continued to decline in many others. 

Figure 12.11 shows the extent to which the publics of given countries 
have come to emphasize religion more (or less) strongly since 1981. The 
graph shows the difference between each country’s mean score on the “Im¬ 
portance of God” scale in the earliest and latest available survey for each 
country from which we have at least two surveys spanning a substantial 


REEXAMINING EVIDENCE FOR THE SECURITY THESIS 


277 


Bulgaria 
Russia 
China 
Belarus 
Serbia 
Romania 
Argentina 
Ukraine 
Moldova 
Italy 
Portugal 
Slovenia 
Uruguay 
Slovakia 
Taiwan 
S.Africa 
Turkey 
Mexico 
Finland 
Hungary 
Japan 
Czecn R. 

Lithuania 
Brazil 
Austria 
S. Korea 
France 
Britain 
Canada 
Colombia 
U.S.A. 

W.Germany 
Chile 
Iceland 
India 
Poland 
Australia 
Nigeria 
Denmark 
Sweden 
Ireland 
N. Zealand 
E. Germany 
Switzerland 
Belgium 
Netherlands 
N. Ireland 
Spain 
Norway 

- 2-1 0 1 2 
Change in Mean Score on Importance of God Scale, 

Earliest to Latest Survey 

Figure 12.11. Changes in level of religiosity from earliest to latest available 
survey, 1981-2007. Note: “How important is God in your life? Please use this 
scale to indicate. 10 means “very important” and 1 means “not at all important. ” 
Source: World Values Surveys and European Values Study, 1981-2007. 


period of time (the average number of surveys per country is 3.7 and the 
mean time span is seventeen years). For example, the mean score of the 
Bulgarian public (at the top of the graph) increased from 3.56 in the 1990 
survey to 5.70 in the 2006 survey - a gain of more than two points on 
the ten-point scale. Russia rose from 4.00 in 1990 to 6.02 in 2006. And 
China started just above the bottom of the scale (point 1.0) in 1990, with 
a score of 1.62, but showed a large proportional gain, rising to 3.58 in 
2007. 

We do not find a global resurgence of religion, as some observers have 
claimed. Most high-income countries show declining emphasis on religion. 
Thus, the publics of Norway, Spain, Northern Ireland, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Switzerland, East Germany, New Zealand, Sweden, Denmark, 
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and Australia all shifted toward saying that God was less important in their 
lives from the earliest available survey to the latest one. 

But many countries show increases, and all six of those showing 
the greatest gains are ex-Communist countries: Bulgaria, Russia, China, 
Belarus, Serbia, and Romania. Overall, the publics of thirteen of the fif¬ 
teen ex-Communist countries for which we have a substantial time series 
increased their emphasis on religion. The sharp drop in economic, phys¬ 
ical, and psychological security experienced by ex-Communist societies is 
what we suspect caused the resurgence of religion in most ex-Communist 
countries. 28 This development has multiple components: the collapse of the 
communist ideology was a central part of this, leaving people disoriented 
and psychologically insecure and opening an ideological vacuum that, for 
many people, religion fills. Although religion has long been weak in these 
countries, Marxist ideology once filled the function of a religion, providing 
psychological security, predictability, and a sense of meaning and purpose 
in life for many people. It is impossible to understand the rise to power of 
Communist movements in these countries without recognizing the moti¬ 
vating power that the Communist worldview once had. Many thousands 
of true believers sacrificed their lives for the Communist cause during the 
Russian revolution and civil war, during the Long March in China, and 
during the Viet Nam War. For many decades, communism seemed to be 
the wave of the future. The belief that they were building a better society 
may have given a sense of purpose to the lives of many people. But dur¬ 
ing the 1970s and 1980s, Marxist ideology began losing credibility; fewer 
and fewer people believed that Communist regimes were building an ideal 
society that represented the wave of the future. By 1990, communism was 
generally discredited, and Communist regimes collapsed throughout the 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. In China and VietNam, hard-line Com¬ 
munist regimes were replaced by more pragmatic Communist regimes that 
have become increasingly market-oriented. In the former Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe, the collapse of Communist regimes was accompanied 
by severe economic and social decline, which left an ideological vacuum 
everywhere. 

Moreover, other factors contributing to sharply rising levels of insecu¬ 
rity experienced in many post-Communist societies have been the social 
disruption caused by the transition to liberal market economies in the early 
1990s, accompanied by drastic cuts in the welfare state, rising unemploy¬ 
ment, and falling standards of living for many social sectors. Mean levels 
of growth declined sharply in the early 1990s before recovering, at least in 
some countries, as measured by per capita GDP, but accompanied by higher 
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inequalities of income and wealth. The most vulnerable populations, such 
as the low-skilled unemployed, the retired, and the disabled, lost out heavily 
from the transition to market economies. 29 In Bulgaria, for example, per 
capita GDP fell every year from 1990 to 1994, before starting to recover, 
moving solidly into the positive category only from 2000 onward, with un¬ 
employment only falling back into the single digits five years later. Similar 
trends were evident in Russia. The economic shocks were even greater 
in the early 1990s, with growth plummeting, in Georgia, Latvia, Lithua¬ 
nia, and Ukraine. Not surprisingly, some of the post-Communist countries 
which made the most successful economic transitions, such as the Czech 
Republic, Poland, and East Germany, are also the ones where Figure 12.11 
shows that religiosity eroded. 

Finally, the liberalization of expression and religious freedom also prob¬ 
ably contributed toward the more open expression of religious values and 
practices, particularly in the Chinese case. We have already argued that 
religiosity is influenced in part by how states regulate religious organi¬ 
zations and how far they respect rights to freedom of worship. In the 
past, Communist regimes systematically repressed religion - but during 
the last decade, religion has been making a comeback. It has not recruited 
equally from all strata: it has tended to attract the least happy people - 
those who feel the greatest need for security, reassurance, predictability, 
and social support. Inglehart examines the relationship between subjec¬ 
tive well-being and religion in countries at different levels of economic 
development. 30 In the overwhelming majority of countries, he finds a pos¬ 
itive correlation: religious people tend to be happier than those who are 
not. Virtually all of the high-income countries show positive correlations 
between religion and subjective well-being. But he finds weak or nega¬ 
tive correlations between religiosity and subjective well-being in most ex- 
Communist countries. It seems that in these countries, a disproportionate 
share of those who emphasize religion are new recruits who have been 
drawn to religion because they are unhappy and disoriented. In Eastern 
Europe and the Soviet successor states, the free practice of religion has 
emerged only since 1989-1991, and is only emerging now in China and 
Viet Nam. In recent years, religion has been growing rapidly in many ex- 
Communist countries. In part, this reflects a recent influx of relatively un¬ 
happy newcomers, seeking to fill the spiritual vacuum left by the collapse 
of Communist ideology. This tends to create a negative correlation be¬ 
tween religion and happiness in these countries. Accordingly, emphasis on 
religion increased most in countries with relatively low levels of happiness 
O' = 0.5). 
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Religious values have indeed become more important in many coun¬ 
tries - but this has continued to decline in salience in many others. And one 
finds a clear pattern underlying these changes. As Figure 12.11 demon¬ 
strates, in recent decades religion has become increasingly important in 
two types of countries: (1) developing countries and (2) ex-Communist so¬ 
cieties, where the collapse of communism has opened up new inequalities 
and insecurities, especially for vulnerable populations such as older women 
dependent upon state benefits. But this resurgence of religious values is by 
no means universal. Among the publics of high-income countries - who 
have grown up with high levels of existential security - the importance of 
religious values is low and has continued to decline. 


Conclusions and Implications 

In recent decades, public interest in religious contrasts around the world 
has grown tremendously, and the debate about secularization theory and 
its recent critiques has become increasingly relevant to contemporary con¬ 
cerns. The idea of secularization has a long and distinguished history in 
the social sciences, with many seminal thinkers arguing that religiosity was 
declining throughout Western societies. Yet the precise reasons for this 
erosion of spirituality were never entirely clear. Weber attributed secular¬ 
ization to the spread of education and scientific knowledge; our own inter¬ 
pretation emphasizes the role of existential security. But by the mid-1960s, 
the claim that religion was in a state of terminal decline rested on flimsy 
evidence. Its proponents cited empirical evidence of declining churchgo¬ 
ing in Western Europe, and a handful of case studies that fit the thesis, 
rather than a systematic examination of empirical evidence from many 
countries. 31 

It was not surprising, therefore, that during the last decade American 
sociologists mounted a sustained counterattack on the basic premises of 
secularization theory. 32 This critique put many former proponents on the 
defensive; Peter Berger recanted former claims, noting that many excep¬ 
tions had accumulated that appeared to challenge the basic prophesies of 
Weber and Durkheim - pointing to the continuing vitality of the Christian 
Right in the United States, the evangelical revival in Latin America, the new 
freedom of religion in post-Communist Europe, the reported resurgence 
of Islam in the Middle East, or evidence that religious practices and beliefs 
continued to thrive throughout most of Africa and Asia. 33 Some of these 
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reported phenomena may have been overstated, but the simplistic assump¬ 
tion that religion was everywhere in decline, common in earlier decades, had 
become implausible to even the casual observer. Too many counter¬ 
examples existed around the world. 

The religious market argument sought to reconstruct our thinking about 
the primary drivers in religious faith, turning attention away from long¬ 
term sociological trends in the mass public’s demand for spiritual faith and 
emphasizing instead institutional factors affecting the supply of religion, 
including the role of church leaders and organizations, and the role of 
the state in maintaining established religions or restrictions on freedom of 
worship for certain faiths. 34 The attempt to reconstruct the early-twentieth- 
century sociology of religion was long overdue but the religious market 
theory was, we believe, fundamentally mistaken in trying to generalize from 
the distinctive American experience to the world as a whole. It is clear that 
the U.S. public remains far more religious than the publics of most other 
postindustrial societies, but we believe that this largely reflects other causes 
than those cited by religious market theory. 

The results presented in this chapter provide further support for the 
basic argument presented in the first edition of Sacred and Secular. New 
evidence confirms the finding that, with rising levels of existential secu¬ 
rity, the publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies tend to move 
toward more secular orientations. Earlier perceptions of this process gave 
rise to the mistaken assumption that religion was disappearing. “God is 
dead,” proclaimed Nietzsche more than a century ago. A massive body of 
empirical evidence indicates that he was wrong. As a result of contrasting 
demographic trends in rich and poor countries, the world as a whole now 
has more people with traditional religious views than ever before - and 
they constitute a growing proportion of the world’s population. The social 
and political divisions among those with religious and secular values, be¬ 
liefs, and identities are thus growing - contributing to many of the tensions 
observed today in contemporary Europe. But it would be mistaken to con¬ 
clude that this reflects the fact that religiosity is growing stronger in secure 
high-income societies. What has happened is that growing acceptance of 
divorce, abortion, homosexuality, gender equality, and the spread of sec¬ 
ular norms have led to the political mobilization of those with traditional 
religious orientations. But this does not indicate that fundamentalists are 
becoming more numerous in high-income societies. Quite the contrary: 
precisely because their numbers are declining, people with traditional re¬ 
ligious values see key religious norms as eroding - and they have become 
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more active, making religious issues increasingly salient. Conversely, in the 
long term, if high levels of existential security are conducive to secular¬ 
ization, then expanding human security through sustainable development 
around the world, and economic equality within societies, may contribute 
to reducing tensions over religious values. 
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Table Al. Classifications of Types of Society 

Included in World Values Study 

Nationstate In 1980 In 1990 In 1995 In 2000 HDI 

(76 total) Wave Wave Wave Wave 1998 Type of State 


Postindustrial 


1 

2 

Australia 

Austria 

Yes 

3 

Belgium 

Yes 

4 

Canada 

Yes 

5 

Denmark 

Yes 

6 

Finland 

Yes 

7 

France 

Yes 

8 

Germany 3 

Yes 

9 

Iceland 

Yes 

10 

Ireland 

Yes 

11 

Italy 

Yes 

12 

13 

Japan 

Luxembourg 

Yes 

14 

15 

Netherlands 
New Zealand 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 


.929 Older democracy 
.908 Older democracy 
.925 Older democracy 
.935 Older democracy 
.911 Older democracy 
.917 Older democracy 
.917 Older democracy 
.911 Older democracy 
.927 Older democracy 
.907 Older democracy 
.903 Older democracy 
.924 Older democracy 
.908 Older democracy 
.925 Older democracy 
.903 Older democracy 
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Table A1 ( continued ) 

Included in World Values Study 

Nationstate In 1980 In 1990 In 1995 In 2000 HDI 

(76 total) Wave Wave Wave Wave 1998 Type of State 


16 

Norway 

Yes 

17 

Spain 

Yes 

18 

Sweden 

Yes 

19 

Switzerland 


20 

United 

Kingdom 3 

Yes 

21 

United States 

Industrial 

Yes 

1 

Argentina 

Yes 

2 

Belarus 


3 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 


4 

Brazil 


5 

Bulgaria 


6 

Chile 


7 

Colombia 


8 

Croatia 


9 

Czech 

Republic 


10 

Estonia 


11 

Georgia 


12 

Greece 


13 

Hungary 

Yes 

14 

Korea, Rep. 

Yes 

15 

Latvia 


16 

Lithuania 


17 

Macedonia 


18 

Malta 


19 

Mexico 

Yes 

20 

Philippines 


21 

Poland 


22 

Portugal 


23 

Romania 


24 

Russian 

Federation 


25 

Slovakia 


26 

Slovenia 


27 

Taiwan 


28 Turkey 


29 

Ukraine 


30 

Uruguay 



Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 



Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 



Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 


Yes 

Yes 


Yes 



.934 Older democracy 
.899 Older democracy 
.926 Older democracy 
.915 Older democracy 
.918 Older democracy 

.929 Older democracy 

.837 Newer democracy 
.781 Non-democratic 
Non-democratic 

.747 Semi-democracy 
.772 Newer democracy 
.826 Newer democracy 
.764 Semi-democracy 
.795 Semi-democracy 
.843 Newer democracy 

.801 Newer democracy 
.762 Semi-democracy 
.875 Older democracy 
.817 Newer democracy 
.854 Newer democracy 
.771 Newer democracy 
.789 Newer democracy 
.763 Semi-democracy 
.865 Older democracy 
.784 Semi-democracy 
.744 Newer democracy 
.814 Newer democracy 
.864 Older democracy 
.770 Newer democracy 
.771 Semi-democracy 

.825 Newer democracy 
.861 Newer democracy 
Newer democracy 
.732 Semi-democracy 
.744 Semi-democracy 
.825 Newer democracy 
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Included in World Values Study 

Nationstate In 1980 In 1990 In 1995 In 2000 HDI 

(76 total) Wave Wave Wave Wave 1998 Type of State 


31 Venezuela 

32 Yugoslavia, 

Fed. Rep. a 

Agrarian 

1 Albania 

2 Algeria 

3 Armenia 

4 Azerbaijan 

5 Bangladesh 

6 China 

7 Dominican 
Rep. 

8 Egypt 

9 El Salvador 

10 India 

11 Indonesia 

12 Iran 

13 Jordan 

14 Moldova, 

Rep. 

15 Morocco 

16 Nigeria 

17 Pakistan 

18 Peru 

19 South Africa Yes 

20 Tanzania 

21 Uganda 

22 Viet Nam 

23 Zimbabwe 


Yes Yes 
Yes 


Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes Yes 
Yes Yes 
Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes Yes Yes 

Yes 
Yes 

Yes Yes Yes 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 


.770 Semi-democracy 
Non-democratic 


.713 Semi-democracy 
.704 Non-democratic 
.721 Semi-democracy 
.722 Non-democratic 
.461 Semi-democracy 
.706 Non-democratic 
.729 Newer democracy 

.623 Non-democratic 
.696 Newer democracy 
.563 Older democracy 
.682 Semi-democracy 
.709 Non-democratic 
.721 Semi-democracy 
.700 Semi-democracy 

.589 Semi-democracy 
.439 Semi-democracy 
.522 Non-democratic 
.737 Semi-democracy 
.697 Newer democracy 
.415 Semi-democracy 
.409 Non-democratic 
.671 Non-democratic 
.555 Non-democratic 


note: The classification of societies is based upon categorizing the UNDP Human 
Development Index (1998), based on longevity (as measured by life expectancy at birth); 
educational achievement; and standard of living (as measured by per capita GDP [PPP 
$US]). The classification of the type of democracy in each nation state is based on the 
Freedom House estimates of political rights and civil liberties (mean 1980-2000). 
a It should be noted that certain independent nation states are subdivided into societies 
for analysis, due to their distinctive political legacies, historical traditions, and social 
cleavages, including Germany (subdividing West and East Germany), the United Kingdom 
(Northern Ireland and Great Britain), and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and 
Montenegro after 1992). Therefore, in total there are 76 nation states, but 79 societies, 
compared within the study. 

Source: UNDP: UNDP Human Development Report 2000. New York: UNDP/Oxford 
University Press. 
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Table A2. Type of Nation States Included in Any Wave of the World 
Values Surveys 



Total Number of 
Nation States in the 
World 

Number of 
States in Any 
Wave of the WVS 

% of States 
Included in the 
World Values Study 

Size of State 

Small (population of 

41 

2 

5 

1 million or less) 
Moderate (population 

116 

45 

39 

from 1 million to 

30 million) 

Large (population over 

33 

29 

88 

30 million) 

Type of society 
Postindustrial 

21 

21 

100 

Industrial 

64 

32 

50 

Agrarian 

106 

23 

22 

Type of Government 
Regime 

Older democracy 

39 

25 

64 

Newer democracy 

43 

19 

44 

Semi-democracy 

47 

20 

43 

Non-democracy 

62 

12 

19 

World Regions 

Asia-Pacific 

38 

13 

34 

Central and Eastern 

26 

21 

81 

Europe 

Middle East 

19 

6 

32 

North America 

3 

3 

100 

Scandinavia 

5 

5 

100 

South America 

32 

9 

28 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

49 

5 

10 

Western Europe 

19 

14 

70 

ALL 

191 

76 

40 


note: For details of the classification of government regimes and types of societies, see 
Table Al. 
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Table Bl. Concepts and Measures 

Variable Definitions, Coding, and Sources 


HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS 


Human 

Development 

Index 


Type of Society 


Per Capita GDP 

Economic 

Equality 


The Human Development Index (HDI) is based on 
longevity, as measured by life expectancy at birth; 
educational achievement; and standard of living, 
as measured by per capita GDP (PPP $US). UNDP 
Human Development Report 2000. 

“Postindustrial societies” were defined as the twenty 
most affluent states around the world, ranking with a 
HDI score over .900 and mean per capita GDP of 
$29,585. “Industrial societies ” are classified as the 
58 nations with a moderate HDI (ranging from .740 
to .899) and a moderate per capita GDP of $6,314. 
Lastly, “agrarian societies” are the 97 nations with 
lower levels of development (HDI of 739 or below) 
and mean per capita GDP of $1,098. 

Measured in $US in Purchasing Power Parity, 1998. 
UNDP Human Development Report 2000. 

The GINI Index measures the extent to which the 
distribution of income within an economy deviates 


(i continued ) 
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Table B1 ( continued ) 

Variable Definitions, Coding, and Sources 


Lower Infant 
Mortality 


Public Health 
Expenditure 


Life Expectancy 

Adult Literacy 
Rate 

% Secondary 
Education 

Contraceptive 

Prevalence 

Rate 

Dependency 

Ratio 

Gender-Related 

Development 

Index 


Gender 

Empowerment 

Measure 


from a perfectly equal distribution. The index has 
been reversed so that 1 represents perfect equality. 
World Development Indicators 2001 , World Bank. 

The number of infants dying before the age of one year, 
per 1,000 live births, 1999. The indicator has been 
reversed so that a higher figure represents lower 
infant mortality. World Development Indicators 2001 , 
World Bank. 

Public health expenditure consists of recurrent and 
capital spending from government budgets, external 
borrowings, and grants as a percentage of GDP, 
1997-99. World Development Indicators 2001, 

World Bank. 

Life expectancy at birth (years) 1995-2000. UNDP 
Human Development Report 2000. 

Literacy as a percentage of adults (15 and above) 1998. 
UNDP Human Development Report 2000. 

Secondary age group enrollment as a percentage of the 
relevant age group, 1997. UNDP Human Development 
Report 2000. 

The percentage of married women of childbearing age 
(16-44) who are using any form of contraception. 
UNDP Human Development Report 2000. 

The ratio of the population defined as dependent - those 
aged under 15 and over 64 - to the working age 
population. UNDP Human Development Report 2000. 

A composite index using the same variables as the 
human development index but adjusting life 
expectancy, educational attainment, and income in 
accordance with the disparity in achievement 
between women and men in each country. UNDP 
Human Development Report 2000. 

A composite index combining indices for economic 
participation and decision-making, for political 
participation and decision-making, and for power 
over economic resources. UNDP Human Development 
Report 2000. 


POLITICAL INDICATORS 

Level of The Gastil index, a 7-point scale used by Freedom House, 

Democracy measuring political rights and civil liberties every 

year. Available online at www.Freedomhouse.com. 

Type of State Based on the Freedom House Gastil index (1999-2000), 

we define older democracies as states with at least 
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Variable 


Definitions, Coding, and Sources 


twenty years continuous experience of democracy from 
1980-2000 and a Freedom House rating of 5.5 to 7.0. 
States classified as newer democracies have less than 
twenty years’ experience with democracy and a Gastil 
index rating of 5.5 to 7.0. Semi-democracies have been 
democratic for less than twenty years and have current 
Gastil index ratings of 3.5 to 5.5. Non-democracies 
are the remaining states with a Gastil index score from 
1.0 to 3.0; they include military-backed dictatorships, 
authoritarian states, elitist oligarchies, and absolute 
monarchies. 

Civic Activism Belong : “Please look carefully at the following list of 

voluntary organizations and activities and say which, 
if any, do you belong to?” Active: (If belong) “And for 
which, if any, are you currently doing unpaid voluntary 
work?” Political parties or groups; Sports or recreation; 
Peace movement; Professional associations; Labor 
unions; Local community action groups; Youth work 
(e.g., scouts, guides, youth clubs, etc.); Conservation, 
environmental or animal rights; Third World 
development or human rights; Education, arts, music, 
or cultural activities; Religious or church organizations; 
Voluntary organizations concerned with health; Social 
welfare for the elderly, handicapped or deprived 
people; Women’s groups. 

Left-Right V123; “In political matters people talk of ‘the left’ and 

Ideology ‘the right. ’ How would you place your views on this scale, 

Scale generally speaking?" The 10-point scale is coded from 

1 = Most Left, 10 = Most Right. Source: World Values 
Surveys. 


CULTURAL INDICATORS 

Gender Equality The combined 100-point gender equality scale is based on 
Scale the following 5 items: MENPOL Q118: “On the whole, 

men make better political leaders than women do.” 
(Agree coded low); MENJOBS Q78: “When jobs are 
scarce, men should have more right to a job than 
women.” (Agree coded low); BOYEDUC Q119: “A 
university education is more important for a boy than a 
girl.” (Agree coded low); NEEDKID Q110: “Do you think 
that a woman has to have children in order to be fulfilled 
or is this not necessary?” (Agree coded low); SGLMUM 
Q112: “If a woman wants to have a child as a single 
parent but she doesn’t want to have a stable relationship 


( continued ) 
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Table B1 ( continued ) 

Variable Definitions, Coding, and Sources 


Type of Religion 


Type of 
Predominant 
Religion 
Worldwide 


Traditional 

versus 

Secular-Rational 

Values 


Sexual 

Liberalization 

Scale 


with a man, do you approve or disapprove?” 
(disapprove coded low). Source: World Values Surveys, 
pooled 1995-2001. 

V184: “Do you belong to a religious denomination? [IF 
YES] Which one?" Coded: No, not a member; Roman 
Catholic; Protestant; Orthodox (Russian/Greek/etc.); 
Jewish; Muslim; Hindu; Buddhist; Other. Source: World 
Values Surveys, 1981-2001. 

The classification of the major religion (adhered to by the 
largest population) in all 193 states around the world 
is based on the CIA. The World Factbook, 2001. 
(Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency). 
Available online at: http://www.cia.gov/cia/ 
publications/factbook. 

The Traditional Values scale is measured by support 
of the following items: God is very important in 
respondent’s life; It is more important for a child to 
learn obedience and religious faith than independence 
and determination; Autonomy index; Abortion is never 
justifiable; Respondent has strong sense of national 
pride; Respondent favors respect for authority. In 
contrast, support for Secular-rational values is 
measured by the opposite position on all of above. 
Source: World Values Surveys. 

“Please tell me for each of the following statements 
whether you think it can always be justified (10), 
never justified (1), or somewhere in-between, using 
this card... abortion, homosexuality, prostitution, 
divorce.” Source: World Values Surveys 


DEMOGRAPHIC INDICATORS 

Occupational Class Coded for the respondent’s occupation. “In which 
profession/occupation do you, or did you, work?” 

The 9-point scale is coded from Employer/manager 
with 10+ employees (1) to Unskilled Manual Worker 
(9). Source: World Values Surveys 

Paid Work Status V220: “Are you employed now or not?” Coded full-time, 
part-time, or self-employed (1), other (0). Source: 

World Values Surveys 

Education V217: “What is the highest educational level that you 

have ever attained?” Coded on a 9-point scale from no 
formal education (1) to university level with degree (9). 
Source: World Values Surveys 
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Definitions, Coding, and Sources 

Age 

Coded from date of birth in continuous years. Source: 
World Values Surveys 

Age Group 

Young = under 30 years old; Middle-aged = 30-59 years 
old; Older = 60 years and above. Source: World Values 
Surveys 

Cohort 

Coded into 10-year cohorts by year of birth: 1900-1916, 
1917-1926, 1927-1936, 1947-1956, 1957-1966, 
1967-1976, 1977-1984. Source: World Values 

Surveys 


note: Full details of the World Values Survey codebooks and questionnaires are available 
online at: www.worldvaluessurvey.com. 
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Technical Note on the Freedom of Religion Scale 

The new Freedom of Religion scale was developed based on the follow¬ 
ing twenty criteria. Countries were coded from information contained in 
the U.S. State Department report on International Religions Freedo??i, 2002. 
The report is available online at: http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/irf/. Each 
criterion was coded 0/1 and the total scale was standardized to 100 points, 
ranging from low to high religious freedom. The scale represents an ex¬ 
panded version of the 1992 Chaves and Cann scale used to measure state 
regulation in eighteen postindustrial societies. 1 2 3 4 5 


1. The constitution limits freedom of religion. 

2. The constitution does not recognize freedom of religion. (Or the law 
does not recognize freedom of religion, in countries without a written 
constitution.) 

3. A single official (established) state church exists. 

4. The state favors one religion. 

5. Religious organizations must register with the state or be designated 
by it to operate legally, or the government imposes restrictions on 
those organizations not registered or recognized. 
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6. The state issues legal permits for religious buildings. 

7. The state appoints or approves church leaders, church leaders appoint 
or approve government officials, and/or church leaders have specific 
positions in the government. 

8. The state pays church salaries directly. 

9. The state subsidizes some/all churches. 

10. The state provides tax exemptions for some/all churches. 

11. The state bans clergy from all or some specified religions from holding 
public office. 

12. The state owns some church property and buildings. 

13. The state mandates some religious education in state schools, even 
though students can be exempted from this requirement with a parent’s 
request. 

14. There are reports of forced religious conversions. 

15. The state restricts some denominations, cults, or sects. 

16. The state restricts/bans some missionaries entering the country for 
proselytizing purposes. 

17. The state restricts/censors some religious literature entering the coun¬ 
try or being distributed. 

18. The state imprisons or detains some religious groups or individuals. 

19. The state fails to deter serious incidents of ethno-religious conflict 
and violence directed against some minority groups. 

20. The state is designated a country of particular concern for freedom of 
religion by the U.S. State Department. 
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